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ABSTRACT

This dissertation claims that the historically liberal mainline denominations of the
United States can become a meaningful church home to the growing numbers of socially
and politically progressive ‘Nones’ if they come to grips with the reality of
Postmodernity and abandon superficial change in order to fundamentally recreate
themselves for this new era. Section 1 describes the spiritual predicament of many young
adults who claim to have no church affiliation and recounts the now-familiar story of the
decline of the mainline. Section 2 surveys the reasons commonly listed by church
consultants, critics, and pundits for why young (and many older) progressive adults are
not attracted to mainline churches and asserts that church renewal is not achievable by
simply fixing those problems without addressing the profound cultural shift that is well
underway. Section 3 traces the history of how congregations have been established in
western Christianity and recounts the evolution of Modernity and Postmodernity as it
impacts North American Protestantism. Sections 4 and 5 outline the specifications of an
artifact that offers this information to church leaders in a way that is unvarnished, yet
pastoral; and I propose a model for a postmodern denominational church that can offer a
welcoming and sustaining Christian home for progressives of all ages. Section 6 is a
postscript offering some historical grounding and a word of encouragement. The Artifact
itself is a non-fiction book manuscript that will give church leaders a broader perspective
of the issues their churches are facing and offer them a way forward to reinvent their
churches and connect with spiritually hungry hearts of all ages.

vi

INTRODUCTION

The Wizard of Oz1 depicts the story of a country girl from Kansas who is whisked
away by a tornado and deposited in a strange new world. Dorothy’s adventure in Oz has
become a uniquely American metaphor for fear, loss, alienation, change, and hope.
“We’re not in Kansas anymore” is code for when the world suddenly stops looking
familiar. “There’s no place like home” expresses longing to return to the safety and
comfort of the good old days. “Lions, and tigers, and bears! Oh, my!” connotes the fear
of life-threatening peril ahead. These movie lines find their way into all kinds of anxious
conversations in the U.S., perhaps even more often than scripture, offering both
encouragement and much-needed comic relief to those who find their safe haven to be
suddenly far, far away.
In a very real sense, the mainline Protestant church in America is living its own
version of The Wizard of Oz. The historically liberal mainline church has been swept up
in a twister of historic proportions. Over the last half-century or so, American culture has
changed so dramatically that the ground the denominations trod upon for centuries has
been torn away, dropping them into a world they barely recognize. They are definitely
not in Kansas anymore.

The waning of church attendance in general and membership in the mainline
denominations in particular has been well documented. Approximately 80% of all

1

In the 1939 MGM classic film, Dorothy’s bucolic life is threatened by a malevolent neighbor so
she and her faithful dog Toto run away, only to be swept off to Land of Oz. In order to return home she
must make an epic journey to meet the great and powerful Wizard and along the way she makes three
friends in need of a brain, a heart, and a backbone who join her in the quest.
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churches in North America have reached a plateau in membership or are in decline.2
Hundreds of books and thousands of articles and blogs have tried to explain this
phenomenon, placing blame on a variety of doorsteps: the collapse of the American
family, the failure of church programs, and the lack of modern music just to name a few.
The implication is that all the mainline need do is come up with some kind of a plan to
address one or two of the issues and people will come flocking back to church.
While these well-meaning church pundits seem to sense that something is stirring
behind the statistics, they have generally failed to grasp that at some point in the last halfcentury we have shifted from being a country that held church membership and
participation as an intrinsic value to being a society that is remarkably unchurched.3 This
shift is not about a change in America’s church-going habits so much as it reflects a
wholesale transformation in the ways that Americans are relating to the institutions, real
and conceptual, which have been part and parcel of the country since its inception.
Church, education, publishing, business, journalism, banking, and medicine: all the
institutions that came into being at the dawn of the Enlightenment are being redefined by
the inexorable storm that goes by the expansive, often ambiguous label of
‘Postmodernity’. Even sacrosanct social institutions such as marriage and parenting have
fundamentally changed in the last 50 years. In a very real way, the modern world is
crumbling—and Christendom is collapsing with it.

2

Daniel R. Sanchez, Church Planting Movements in North America (Fort Worth, TX: Church
Starting Network, 2007), 18.
3

Alan Klaas, In Search of the Unchurched (Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 1996), 2.
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Contrary to those conservative Christians who claim that Postmodernity is an evil
that can and must be resisted,4 it is not an ideology that can simply be accepted or
rejected. Postmodernity is nothing short of the continuing evolution of thought and
culture, particularly in how we perceive and think about God, the world and our agency
in it. In the West, our understanding of the human/deity relationship has gone from
believing that humans were simply the playthings of a pantheon of gods to being at the
mercy of a monotheistic deity, often described as harsh judge or demanding king, who,
for example, commanded that Joshua ‘utterly destroy’ every man, woman, and child of
every tribe that lived in Canaan, the Promised Land. For Christians that image shifted
again 2,000 years ago when we became beloved children of God (revealed in Jesus and
expressed in the Trinity), who wants us to live lives of love and justice and engage with
God as co-creators of the Kingdom. The provenance of authority has changed
dramatically as have our views of marriage (e.g., polygamy and divorce) and the rights of
women, children, and people who do not make up a ruling demographic. We once
explained natural disasters as ‘acts of God’ then we came to understand how the
dynamics of weather and plate tectonics shake our world; now the discovery of quarks,
leptons, and bosons move us into whole new mysteries. The disorienting lurch into
Postmodernity is just the latest metamorphosis in cultural conception which, as Phyllis
Tickle notes, occurs about every five hundred years.
A helpful metaphor for the shift from the modern Weltanschauung to the
postmodern is found in the classical descriptions of the states of matter. Solid, with all of

4
This position can be found in articles and blogs all over the Web. For example, “Given the
serious evils involved in post-modern thought, it goes almost without saying that we will resist it.” Jerry L.
Sherman, “Epistemological Repentance: A Response to Post-Modernism,”
http://www.leaderu.com/aip/docs/sherman.html (accessed December 5, 2012).
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its inherent qualities of structure, form, rigidity, exclusivity, and measurability is a fitting
metaphor for the modern age and all the constructs it has birthed. In contrast, the
emerging postmodern sense of the universe and our relationship to it is anything but
solid. We are now in a world that is remarkably fluid, characterized by movement and
flexibility, embracing, connecting, and enlarging as it will.5 These characteristics are
playing out in every aspect of 21st century life from orchestras and banks to colleges and
churches, making many people, especially those over 55, feel like their world has been
swapped out for Oz.
It is no wonder that people inside and outside the church ask: “Is there any hope
for the future of the mainline church?” The answer is a definite “Maybe.” But before
anything can be done or even should be done, it is essential for church leaders to
understand that the changes going on in the world around them are not a transient
phenomenon. The changes wrought by Postmodernity are real and permanent. The good
old ‘Kansas’ days of modern mainline Protestant cultural dominance truly are gone for
good. The denominations must be open to acknowledging the radical cultural shifts that
are taking place and adapting to them, or face irrelevance and extinction—a fate already
suffered by countless Protestant churches throughout Europe.6
The problem is that most leaders of the aging mainline church do not understand
what Postmodernity is about—and why should they? Many are over 60 and therefore are
born of the modern age, the long-established cultural paradigm of the northern

5

Michael Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post Christian Culture (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson Publishers, Inc, 2006), 134. Frost credits Pete Ward’s book Liquid Church with this idea.
6

Loren Mead, The Once and Future Church Reinventing the Congregation for a New Mission
Frontier (Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 1991), 2.
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hemisphere; they cannot help but see the signs of the postmodern shift as fads that will
soon pass. Like most Americans of all demographics, they are often slow to discern
subtle signs of change. So while no giant doors have been slammed shut or blown open to
noisily alert anyone to the definitive end of one age and the beginning of another, this is
what historian Phyllis Tickle has described as a “hinge time,”7 likening it to the way the
Enlightenment overlapped the Renaissance at the conclusion of the Middle Ages. The
modern era is incrementally and irreversibly giving way to what has occasionally been
labeled as ‘late-Modernity’ or most often (and without the qualifying hyphen)
‘Postmodernity’.
The borders of epochal metamorphosis are always blurry, so it is imperative that
church leaders begin to bring the change that is upon us into focus. My approach to doing
that is to recount some little-appreciated church history and describe the synergistic force
that was generated by the Enlightenment and the Reformation which together pulled the
world into the Modern Era. It is essential that the realities of the modern/postmodern
junction be recognized before seeking solutions to the collapse of the Protestant mainline,
lest more time and resources be wasted on superficial problem solving. This dissertation
explores those subjects, and while easy answers and sure solutions are not forthcoming, it
does seek to offer up some possible routes forward.
In keeping with postmodern values, it is necessary to be clear about myself and
the parameters of this study. I am a white, middle-aged woman, raised in the Midwest
and brought up in the Presbyterian Church (USA). I graduated from San Francisco
Theological Seminary, a seminary of the PC(USA). I founded Bridgeport Community
7

Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker Books, 2008), 27.
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Church in 1998, together with a dozen other women. Bridgeport eventually became part
of the United Church of Christ, and I was ordained in that denomination. I retired from
Bridgeport in 2011 and it continues to this day. I have lived in Portland, Oregon, a truly
postmodern city, for more than forty years.
I make no pretense of studying the future of global Christianity; but focus on what
Phyllis Tickle describes as westernized and latinized Christianity, meaning “those
cultures and parts of the world that received their Christianity through the Latin language
or were colonized by those who had so received or were colonized by them.”8 More
particularly, the focus here is on the future of the historically liberal mainline
denominations, which after several hundred years in this country are now constituted as
the Presbyterian Church (USA), the United Church of Christ, the Evangelical Lutheran
Church of America, the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America, the
American Baptist Churches USA, the Disciples of Christ, and, arguably, the United
Methodist Church.

8

Phyllis Tickle, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2012), 21.

SECTION ONE: THE PROBLEM

Molly and Sean1 are a typical young Portland couple: they hike, they bike, they
recycle,2 they have gay friends, and they vote Democratic. 3 Sean is 26 years old. He was
raised in a United Methodist church but has not attended a worship service since he
moved out of his parent’s home to go to college. He works in a non-profit organization
providing counseling to homeless teenagers. Molly, his long-time girlfriend, is a graduate
student pursuing a master’s degree in social work. She grew up attending her parents’
very conservative evangelical church, but after a few years of college she realized she no
longer believed what her parents’ church espoused and she, too, stopped going to church.
Two years ago Sean’s mother was diagnosed with cancer and died within months.
Sean was deeply moved by the support his mother and father received from their church
and by the kindness and love he felt at her memorial. Molly and he decided to try to find
a church where they could reconnect with their long-abandoned Christian roots, learn
more about the faith, and become part of a dynamic, caring community. The
denominational churches they visited, while frequently being somewhat socially and
politically progressive, had a style of worship that was simply not appealing. The ‘hip’
non-denominational churches they found had an engaging worship style but they were

1

Names and settings have been changed to protect Sean and Molly’s privacy.

2

Webb Sprague, Emily Picha, and Sheila Martin, “Population Characteristics within the PortlandVancouver MSA,” Metropolitan Knowledge Network, Institute of Portland Metropolitan Studies and the
Population Research Center, Portland State University, http://mkn.research.pdx.edu/2010/05/popcharacteristics (accessed September 25, 2012).
3

Nick McClellan and Chris Kirk, “What Are the Most Republican States?” Slate Magazine,
August 28, 2012, http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/map_of _the_week/2012/08/map_utah
_wyoming_idaho_are_the_most_republican_states_.html (accessed September 25, 2012).
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socially and politically conservative. Molly and Sean were stuck between being bored
and being affronted. They wanted a church that was socially and politically progressive
with a worship style that was engaging, inspiring, and authentic with a commitment to
serving the world locally and globally.
Molly and Sean finally found the church they were looking for by making their
way through a list generated by a Google search for a ‘progressive Christian church.’
They attended for a number of Sundays then met with the pastor at a local brewpub
where they told her the story of their search for a congregation. “We knew we wanted to
be part of a church, but we almost gave up finding one that teaches about Jesus and the
Bible but doesn’t make us check our brains at the door! We want a church that’s
progressive, with a sense of community, and with a worship service that doesn’t annoy us
or put us to sleep. This church seems to be what we’ve been looking for. What’s its
story? How does it work? How can we get involved?”

Most well-educated, political and social progressives in the Pacific Northwest
would rather hike on Sunday than go to church. Indeed, despite the vast majority of these
folks being raised at least nominally Christian the very idea of going to church is
laughable. They have found church to be either a tedious experience of irrelevant
traditions or a gathering of political conservatives singing ‘happy-clappy’ Jesus music.
What could church possibly offer them?
Yet many of these are people who work for and with the myriad non-profits of the
region: protecting the vulnerable; promoting social justice; defending the environment;
and improving every aspect of community life—activities that Jesus and prophets of the

15
Hebrew Scriptures declared to be what God expects of us. Some of these folks have come
to realize they cannot keep doing the work they love without their souls being fed,
without being grounded in faith and connected to a community. They would like to try to
find a church that is socially and politically progressive with a worship style that is
engaging and inspirational, but all they find are those that are tiresome or irritating. “Torn
between the Christianity of their upbringing and the complexities of the world they are
seeking to influence,” they are, as David Kinnaman describes, in a form of spiritual
exile.4
Not so long ago, the churches of the historically liberal mainline denominations
could count many of these young adults on their membership rolls, but today, few people
under 40 are interested in what those churches have to offer. They are averse to the dull
liturgy and unintelligible theology, the aging demographics and meaningless
programming; and although they appreciate the churches’ past commitments to civil
rights and peace activism, social justice means more to them than simply a historic
stance. It appears that the mainline churches have little to offer these good folks. The
leaders of those churches appear content to wonder why it feels like no one likes them
anymore, and they seem intent on spending down their endowments to maintain aging
buildings until the last member turns off the lights and locks the doors. The mainline has
effectively been moved “to the sideline.”5

4

David Kinnaman, “The Rise of Exiles,” Q – Ideas for the Common Good, http://www.qideas.org
/blog/the-rise-of-exiles.aspx (accessed October 10, 2012); Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians
Are Leaving Church...and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011), 14.
5

David A. Roozen and C. Kirk Hadaway, Church and Denominational Growth: What Does (and
Does Not) Cause Growth and Decline (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 20.
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Their denominational forebears would hardly recognize them; after all, the
mainline churches thrived from colonial days into the mid-1960s. They were “the closest
thing to establishment churches in the U.S.,”6 claiming the membership of many wealthy
and influential families in the United States. Being a Presbyterian or an Episcopalian was
an identity passed from generation to generation,7 representing real theological ideas one
believed in and liturgical and missional practices one adhered to. But by 1990 the
proportion of Americans affiliated with them hit a twentieth-century low: the
denominations lost between one-fifth and one-third of the membership they had claimed
in 1965. In the 1990s some 3,200 churches closed each year; in the last decade, that rate
increased to about 3,700 annually,8 most from the historically liberal mainline
denominations.9 The 2007 “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey” taken by the Pew Forum
on Religion & Public Life found that of the 78.4% of all American adults who describe
themselves as Christian, just 18.1% were members of mainline churches. In 2012, that
number had fallen to 15%.10 The 2011 National Council of Churches’ Yearbook of
American & Canadian Churches reported “a continuing decline in membership of
virtually all mainline denominations” and broke down the losses by denomination: The

6

Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites
Us (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010), 14.
7

Hal Taussig, A New Spiritual Home: Progressive Christianity at the Grass Roots (Santa Rosa,
CA: Polebridge Press, 2006), 127.
8

David T. Olson, The American Church in Crisis: Groundbreaking Research Based on a National
Database of over 200,000 Churches (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 29-43.
9

Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 105; National Council of Churches USA, “Trends
Continue in Church Membership Growth or Decline, Reports 2011 Yearbook of American & Canadian
Churches,” February 14, 2011, http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html (accessed
November 18, 2011).
10

The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey” (February,
2008), Pew Research Center, http://religions.pewforum.org/reports (accessed October 28, 2012).

17
United Church of Christ lost 2.83% of their membership; the Presbyterian Church (USA)
was down 2.6%; the Episcopal Church, 2.48%; the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America 1.96%; the American Baptist Churches USA, 1.55%; the Lutheran Church
(Missouri Synod), 1.08%; and the United Methodist Church, 1.01%.11 (See Appendix 1)
Any doubt about the decrease in influence of mainline Protestantism is sharply rebuked
by the lack of any Protestants on the current U.S. Supreme Court and a 2012 Republican
presidential ticket in which neither the candidate for the President nor Vice-President was
Protestant.
Religious life in America is morphing at a rate that makes experts gasp. “‘Nones’
on the Rise,” a study by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life,12 was released on
October 9, 2012. It reports that the percentage of adults who identify as Protestant has
fallen to an all-time low of 48%, and an all-time high number of Americans (20%) say
they have no religious affiliation. A full third of adults under 30 years of age now claim
the ‘none’ status—up 5% in just the last five years. (See Appendix 2) Although they are
much more likely than the general public to say that churches and other religious
organizations are too involved in politics, focused on rules, and concerned with power
and money, a majority of them still believe that religion can be a force for good in
society. Slightly more than 75% of the Nones think religious organizations bring people
together, help strengthen community bonds, and play an important role in helping the

11

National Council of Churches USA, “Trends Continue in Church Membership Growth or

Decline.”
12

The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “‘Nones’ on the Rise,” October 9, 2012, Pew
Research Center, http://www.pewforum.org/unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx (accessed October 9,
2012).
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poor and needy, but just 10% of those who describe their current religion as ‘nothing in
particular’ say they are looking for a religion that is right for them.
Here, then, is the problem at the heart of this dissertation: While a generation or
two of Christian exiles wander the postmodern world with no spiritual home in sight, the
mainline churches are dying, befuddled by the Oz that has replaced the old homestead. In
this dissertation I will try to make sense out of what has happened with the mainline
Protestant churches and propose a model for a postmodern denominational church that
can offer a welcoming and sustaining Christian home for the exiles and progressives of
all ages. In order to do that I will first examine some of the explanations that are offered
for the failure of the mainline and I will make the case that all of these are not the cause
of the decline but are in fact, symptoms of the epochal change we call Postmodernity. I
will describe how the churches got to where they are now and discuss the newest strand
of faith that is emerging. Finally, I will make a modest proposal for how mainline
churches can become congregations that not just survive, but thrive by authentically
engaging the spiritually hungry postmodern Christian exiles. I do not offer easy answers
or sure solutions; I simply seek to offer up a possible route forward for the mainline
churches and for the people who are looking for what these churches at their best and
truest can offer. The future for the mainline church lies not in seeking to reclaim the
gloried status of the modern past, but in moving boldly into the postmodern present,
trusting that the future is held securely in God’s hands.

SECTION 2: OTHER PROPOSED SOLUTIONS

In the boom days of religious revival which began during World War II, churches
were attended quite well by religious seekers. It was popular to go to church.
People were afraid and sought security and help at the church. …The scrutinizing
churchman is able to detect today a trend of dwindling loyalty to the church. It is
more difficult to get people to attend than it was in the late 40s and early 50s. A
mood of individualism and semi-group activity is increasingly apparent in many
communities. People want to do what they want to do with whom they like, which
generally includes their own congenial clique of friends, with priority on
recreational activity.
—The Rev. James L. Christensen, How to Increase Church Attendance 1961

In her most recent book, Christianity After Religion, historian Diana Butler Bass
declares that the 70s were “the beginning of the end of older forms of Christianity.”1 That
assertion appears to be off by a bit as numerous polls and studies have placed the high
water mark for the mainline churches at 19652. A review of the literature shows that the
decline of the historic mainline Protestant denominations has been the subject of
academic rumination and pastoral concern for over fifty years, following the work begun
in 1955 by Donald McGavran, the ‘father’ of the modern Church Growth Movement3. In
the complaint quoted above, the Rev. James L. Christensen of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ) could be writing about the church today in his concern for how
people are eschewing church attendance “to do what they want to do with whom they
like.”

1

Diana Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New
Spiritual Awakening (New York: Harper One, 2012), 7.
2

Dean R. Hoge and David A. Roozen, eds., Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 19501978 (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1979), 22; Loren B. Mead, Transforming Congregations for the Future
(Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 1994), ix; Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 83.
3

C. Peter Wagner, Leading Your Church to Grow: The Secret of Pastor/People Partnership in
Dynamic Church Growth (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1984), 13-15.
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Over the years the loss of church membership and vitality has been assiduously
researched, abundantly documented, and earnestly explained. Secular sociologists, along
with church experts and church critics, have looked into every aspect of modern
American church life and society to make their case for the cause of the mainline slide
and the Nones’ lack of interest. These explanations generally fit in one of four categories:
liturgical, ecclesiastical, contextual, and theological. Each explanation has been the
subject of many articles, blogs, dissertations, and books so the goal here is not to explain
in detail their origins or ramifications. The goal is simply to itemize the reasons most
proffered for the decline of the mainline churches and to cite one or two of their sources,
with an occasional brief clarification.

Suggested Liturgical Factors in the Decline of the Mainline

The music is outdated
The Jesus movement of the 1960s and 70s introduced a new style of music and a
new mode of worship. ‘Seeker-sensitive’ evangelical congregations embraced
‘contemporary worship,’ transforming the church chancel into a stage, complete with
microphones, speakers, and a band that plays a new genre of music: ‘praise.’ The
congregation sings along with gusto, following the words projected onto a large screen at
the front of the sanctuary. “The general idea behind contemporary worship music is fairly
simple. If the Church is going to connect with people, it needs to speak a language that

21
they can understand. Hymns and organs are outdated and don’t communicate the Gospel
very well anymore.”4

Worship lacks visual appeal
The iconoclastic European Protestant reformers stripped most of the art from their
formerly Roman churches “for fear people would pray to a saint rather than to God or
would worship an image or its artist instead of the Creator. They believed visually stark
worship spaces help Christians focus on the Bible and sermon.”5 The Word read and
preached appealed to people who were steeped in the oral tradition and who were often
illiterate, but many of the more visually oriented members of the ‘Net Generation’ (one
of many labels for those born between 1980 and 2000) are rarely engaged by a worship
service that requires them to sit quietly and listen.

Worship is just plain boring
“Church is boring” elicits over twenty-seven million results on Google. Blog
posts, Yahoo questions, magazine articles, YouTube videos, even sermons are reflecting
on the boring nature of church. Most traditional mainline churches feature classic hymns
written as many as five centuries ago, played on a pipe organ, loudly and too slowly to be
sung well. The readers are often clumsy, the preacher dull as toast, and the service is
generally non-participative. The liturgy is hard for non-insiders to follow and the whole
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thing seems disconnected from real life. The producers of oldworshipnew.com ask, “Is it
even possible to make ‘traditional’ worship, un-boring?”6

Theological Factors in the Decline of the Mainline

There is too much emphasis on social issues
Some critics assert that the mainline churches are failing because they stress
social justice, peace, and ecumenism above evangelism.7 Robert Schuller, founding
pastor of the Crystal Cathedral, one of the first megachurches, declares that “church
historians may well record that the church in the late 1950s and especially in the 1960s
was overly involved in social and political activities to the utter neglect of its mission of
seeking to bring the good news of Jesus Christ to non-churched people in the
community.”8

There is not enough emphasis on social issues
This perspective argues that in an attempt to avoid conflict, many churches appear
indifferent to the sufferings and struggles of African-Americans, the poor, the LGBT
community, and other oppressed groups, thus alienating postmodern progressive adults
and young people.9 Patricia O’Connell Killen explains that since the 1970s, most
mainline churches, when facing the gamut of social, economic, and environmental issues
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of the day, have chosen to remain silent rather than risk alienating the wealthy older,
more conservative church members, causing younger, more liberal members to leave the
churches in disgust. 10 Further toll on the denominations occurs when the conservative
views of Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson and others are mistakenly perceived to be the only
true Christian view.

Lack of evangelical fervor
Some experts claim that the mainline churches are not growing because they are
not following the Great Commission’s directive to “Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teach them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”11 A 2009 Barna
report found that a mere 31% of mainline church adults believe they have a personal
responsibility to discuss their faith with people who have different beliefs.12 For the last
hundred years, the most significant evangelism work done by mainline denominations
was the starting of new churches. In the 1970s that approach simply got too expensive.13
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Suggested Ecclesiastical Factors in the Decline of the Mainline

The mainline is not strict enough
In 1972, Dean Kelley created controversy when he asserted that the mainline’s
decline was due to their failure to make the stiff moral and doctrinal demands on their
members that are needed to foster the zealous commitment that inspires members “to
suffer persecution, to sacrifice status, possessions, safety, and life itself for the
organization, its convictions, its goals.”14
Decrease of denominational loyalty
In 1989, William McKinney, former dean and professor of religion and society at
Hartford Seminary warned that denominations should no longer assume that people will
take on the religious loyalties of their parents.15 This view is now supported by a 2009
study showing that only 16% of Protestant churchgoers are exclusively loyal to one
denomination. 67% have a ‘preferred’ denomination but would consider others in their
search for a church that fits their tastes and their neighborhood. One survey notes that
“Protestant churchgoers are no more loyal to their church denomination than they are to
brands of toothpaste or bathroom tissue.”16 Despite this trend of the last thirty years, local
churches still assume that denominational identity is enough to entice church shoppers to
their doors. They do not see the point of trying to differentiate themselves from other

14

Dean M. Kelley, Why Conservative Churches Are Growing (San Franscisco: Harper & Row,

1972), 57.
15

William McKinney, “Revisioning the Future of Oldline Protestantism,” http://www.religiononline.org/showarticle.asp?title=204 (accessed October 2, 2012).
16

Grey Matter Research & Consulting, “Denominational Loyalty Survey,” January 12, 2009,
http://www.greymatterresearch.com/index_files /Denominational _Loyalty.htm (accessed October 15,
2012).

25
churches or advertise their presence beyond the occasional Easter Sunday newspaper
advertisement.

Comity agreements
Church historians have put a measure of blame for the decline of the mainline on
the historic arrangements made by Presbyterian, Congregational, and Methodist
judicatories in the early 19th century in order not to ‘over church’ new territories, towns,
and neighborhoods.17 Although these agreements eventually broke down, the ‘One Mile
Rule’ functioned as one of the basic criteria in determining the number and location of
new denominational churches well into the 1960s, and beyond.18 This meant that
churches not bound by the agreements could establish a church on a prime lot at a busy
intersection, which they frequently did, effectively pushing the mainline churches to the
sideline.

The minister’s age
While few church analysts will actually say it outright, they imply that the
mainline is losing members because most ministers are at least middle aged and therefore
not attractive to young people. In 1999, the median age of mainline senior pastors was
48; by 2009 it was 55. According to Barna researchers, that is “a shockingly fast increase,
representing a combination of too few young pastors entering the ranks and a large share
of older pastors not retiring”.19 That same year, the Lilly Endowment launched a major
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new initiative, the Theological Exploration of Vocation, with $218 million in grants to
encourage church-related liberal arts colleges and universities to create programs that will
“identify and nurture a new generation of highly talented and religiously committed
leaders for church and society”.20 Similarly, the Beatitudes Society offers a $10,000
fellowship for “emerging entrepreneurial leaders” under the age of 40. They look to
develop “resilient, spiritually-alive, risk-taking leaders of deep integrity who will shape
and build Progressive Christian communities in the 21st century,”21 who apparently are
not likely to be over forty.

The brief tenure of pastors in a church
Critics have declared that the mainline is failing because a pastor’s tenure at a
given church is rarely long enough for them to build effective programs or membership
rolls,22 claiming that it takes at least five years for a pastor to build enough trust with his
or her congregation for effective ministry to occur.23 The average mainline pastor serves
a mere four years before moving to another congregation.24

Mainline identity crisis
Thirty years ago Lyle Schaller observed that members of older urban churches
suffer from a “low-level of corporate self esteem” and often “see themselves as small,
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weak, unattractive, powerless, and frustrated with a limited future”. He noted that that
such a self-image can create a “self-perpetuating cycle of policies and decisions that
emphasize survival and institutional maintenance, not evangelism”.25 A 2012 article
distributed by Alban Institute similarly declared that “congregations are in decline
because…shame blocks our ability to evangelize effectively, embrace diversity, and heal
individual members.26

Mainline churches are late-adapters to the digital age
In keeping with the Protestant reformers’ keen use of the printing press, modern
mainline churches enthusiastically employed print media to communicate with members
and with the greater community. Newsletters replete with clip art and calendars,
expensive ads in the Yellow Pages, and a column square in the special church section of
the newspaper in the weeks before Christmas and Easter have been the norm. According
to social media experts, mainline churches are not appealing to people of the digital age
who prefer email to paper and full color graphics to clipart and who get their news from
the web rather than newspapers. According to a recent study by Scott Thumma for Faith
Communities Today (FACT), “congregations that are technologically savvy are
innovative, different from other neighborhood churches, and experience vitality and
church growth.”27
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Suggested Contextual Factors in the Decline of the Mainline

Families have changed
Some church experts have asserted that the mainline churches grow not by
evangelism, but by growing the size of their families: a greater number of children
usually results in a greater number of confirmed members. The post-WWII baby boom
explained the spike in membership in the late 1950s and early 60s, but as the birth rate
dropped, so did the incoming members.28 This would explain not only the decline in
numbers in reference to their past history, but also their decline against other groups who
have not dropped their birth rates. “For most of the 20th century women from
conservative churches had more children than mainline women did. In fact, the existence
of larger conservative families explains 70 percent of the mainline decline.”29

The secularization of America
“A survey of Presbyterian General Assembly pronouncements on social
issues… reveals an erosion throughout the twentieth century of official
commitment to traditional Presbyterian standards of conduct. The erosion
proceeded steadily and without instances of reversal, and no new standards
requiring equal discipline and sacrifice were adopted in their place. Rules against
worldly amusements and immodest dress went by the boards after World War I,
standards for Sabbath observance were widely ignored by 1940, and in many
congregations old norms concerning alcoholic beverages had become obsolete by
the early 1950s.”30
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Some church observers hold that the secularization of America is both a cause and
an effect of the decline of the mainline church: As fewer people adhere to the ‘traditional’
standards and expectations set by church organizations and clergy, fewer people see any
reason to value them. Another aspect of this argument has to do with the de-sacralization
of the Sabbath. The ‘blue laws’ enacted during the 18th and 19th centuries to control
behavior, support religious observance, and promote church attendance began to fall in
the 20th. In 1961, a Lutheran clergyman observed, “There is developing, or perhaps has
already been developed, a wider, more intense, and more complete secularization of
culture that the world has ever known”.31 The liberal mainline churches that tended to be
made up of more highly educated and wealthier people embraced the privileges of
Modernity earlier than their more conservative brethren and therefore, were less likely to
attend Sunday services and more likely to go shopping on Sundays.

Urbanization and industrialization
There are commentators who posit that the changes wrought by urbanization and
industrialization are a cause of the decline of the mainline churches.32 This argument
contends that the dynamics of city living make finding a comfortable new church home
difficult and the demands on workers due to Sunday work shifts and sheer exhaustion
negatively impact church attendance and the concomitant Christian education of children.
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The mobility of America
Either their community is changing radically or, as is the case in some rural areas,
it is disappearing. The realistic prognosis is that the church will die.
—C. Peter Wagner, Leading Your Church to Grow, 1984

It is a fact that mainline churches have been profoundly affected by the movement
of people from small towns and rural communities to large industrial cities, particularly
in the north. In 1965, Lyle Schaller became one of the first to observe that the shifts in
population from towns to cities and suburbs had a significant impact on the make-up and
survival of churches: church memberships were built up through the depletion of others.
Schaller observed that 32 million people lived on farms in 1910, but by 1962 that number
had decreased to 14 million as people left to seek work and what they hoped would be
quicker access to the ‘good life’ of modern America.33 Because the primary churches of
most small towns tend to be those founded by denominational missionaries who made
their way across the Midwest and south in the early 1800s, church membership fell.
The well-off inhabitants of the target cities (who were primarily white) regarded
the newcomers (who were black, poor white, and/or immigrant) with alarm. Those
members of the wealthier mainline churches who were able to afford to relocate to the
newly constructed suburbs did so. Many of the landmark tall-steeple churches realized
quickly that they needed to follow their congregants and often were able to sell their
property to congregations of the new city residents before relocating to the suburbs.
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Those churches that remained in the old downtowns had to face the daunting challenge of
maintaining historic buildings with fewer parishioners and less money.34
In the 1980s and 90s, many of the older suburbs that had originally been settled
by those white families fleeing the big cities began to experience a racial-ethnic shift of
their own as African-Americans and Asian and Hispanic immigrants began to move in.
As a result, the mainline churches of the suburbs are undergoing the same stresses that
their mother churches did half a century before.35 That may be changing, however, as a
2008 Pew survey found that the number of people who moved between 2007 and 2008
was the lowest since 1959-60, when the population of the U.S. was 41% smaller than it is
now. Through the mid-1960s, the rate at which people changed residence held steady at
about 20% but by 2008 that had fallen to a low of 11.9%.36 The survey does indicate that
the people most likely to move are college graduates and at least somewhat affluent,
which historically, would have a greater impact on the mainline churches.

Changes in Baby Boomer values
This explanation for the decline of the mainline claims that the youth movement
and counter-cultural shift of the mid-1960s toward individual expression and away from
institutional fealty impacted mainline families and churches in greater numbers than it did
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their conservative counterparts. While some of these folks returned to church when they
married and had children, their number has not been sufficient to replenish the rolls.37

Education
Other theories place blame for the mainline decline on the “agnosticism of
modern academia” which, in the 1970s and 80s, spread through middle-class baby
boomers, a generation that was far more likely to earn higher degrees than their parents
were. The authors of an article published in First Things, a monthly journal of the
conservative Institute on Religion and Public Life, state, “Mainline Protestants in general
and Presbyterians in particular are well educated. Many of their forebears read such
authors as Darwin, H. L. Mencken, and Aldous Huxley.” They relate this sort of reading
material to a decreased engagement with the church and conclude “The mainline
Protestant membership loss is simply the next stage of this process of declining
commitment to the church and to Christian faith and witness.”38

37

Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 110.

38

Johnson, Hoge and Luidens, “Mainline Churches: The Real Reason for Decline.”

33
Conclusion

Churches… are in a serious storm. The storm is most obvious in the collapsing
structures of some of them—the ones we ironically have called mainline. If I am
right, those signs of stress and strain are only symptoms of the larger storm that
will engulf people of faith in many other religious families in the next decades.
The churches we have known have been nurtured at the heart of our society. In
our time we are moving into an exile from the heart of our society. I believe the
movement is irreversible.
—Loren Mead, Transforming Congregations for the Future, 1994
Attempts to renew and restore the vitality and influence of the historically liberal
mainline denominational churches have provided employment for armies of church
experts and consultants who enthusiastically offer step-by-step solutions to any and every
issue they have identified as the reason behind a church’s decline. They offer “10
Steps,”39 or “7 Secrets,”40 or “Any-Number of Building Blocks”41 to fix the problem,
with a vague promise that, if faithfully executed, people will come flocking happily back
to church. But despite the concerted efforts of countless churches of every denomination,
every vintage, every size and style, it is clear that the most that can be said for it is that
any one of these approaches might work sometimes, for some churches, for a while.42
The problems facing the mainline church are so numerous and complex they
cannot be fixed by making the superficial adjustments recommended by so many of the
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pundits. They cannot be renewed by merely changing worship style, updating the music,
and adding visual components. They cannot be renewed by training and calling younger
pastors in the hope they will attract younger congregants. They cannot be renewed by
simply uniting one struggling congregation with another in a union church or a yoked
parish. They cannot be renewed just by reclaiming the liturgy or prayer practices of the
ancient church. They cannot even be renewed by placing a greater emphasis on social
justice and mission work. The challenges of the present and questions about future of the
historically liberal mainline churches defy piecemeal solutions. In spite of the occasional
and temporary respite that these approaches might offer, they have systematically failed
the church. In the words of church historian William McKinley, “All these issues need
the attention of oldline Protestant decision-makers. But resolving them won’t turn things
around. Restoration is not in the cards, and it shouldn’t be.”43
I agree with Loren Mead, the ground-breaking church consultant and the founder
of The Alban Institute, an ecumenical think tank, in his conviction that the problems that
have been identified as the cause of the decline of the mainline denominations are not
really the cause at all. They are, in fact, symptoms of something much bigger. They are
nothing short of the manifestation of the postmodern storm pounding away on the 500
year-old foundations that have held up the historically liberal denominations, as well as
virtually all of the institutions of modern western culture. The world really has changed
and there is no going back.
If the historically liberal mainline churches are to survive in any meaningful way,
it is essential that church leaders understand what Postmodernity is all about, not so much
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academically as personally—what it means to them and to the churches they love. In the
next section I will shed some light on how the mainline churches got to where they are
now and offer some ideas about what the future holds. The classic modern approach to
this would be to condense and separate the areas of study in order to examine, explain,
and resolve them one by one, as if the decline of the mainline could be reduced to a series
of silo issues. The approach followed here is a more of a postmodern approach, building
through exploration and narrative which is true to the nature of the process that brought
us to this time and place in history, and is not about presenting fixes and solutions, but
about drawing the pieces together into a more discernible whole.

SECTION 3: THESIS

At the dawn of the new millennium, an ambitious interfaith survey was
undertaken. More than 14,000 congregations across the country took part in Faith
Communities Today (FACT2000), a cooperative effort among agencies and organizations
representing forty-one denominations and faith groups.1 Representatives from each group
worked together to develop the questionnaire, customizing the language for each
constituency so as to maximize the usefulness of the reported information. A greater
diversity can hardly be imagined, ranging from Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Jewish
congregations to the historically liberal mainline Protestant denominations and from
Southern Baptists and Baha’is to Muslims, Mormons, and Unitarian Universalists.
The survey explored many aspects of the life of the responding churches and
associations including the finances, demographics, leadership, vision, worship, and
outreach. The results reveal an enormous amount of information about the various
religious organizations and congregations, but one of the findings stands out. Of all the
things that mainline churches do, the only area in which they actually led the JudeoChristian tradition was building maintenance.2 In every other aspect of church life—
worship, vision, transmitting denominational heritage, even social justice—the mainline
fell short of every other Christian and Jewish group.
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This dumbfounding revelation of priorities may not really be as surprising as it
seems, because somewhere in the last 2,000 years, ecclesia (the Greek word translated in
the New Testament as ‘church’) stopped referring to a group of people ‘called out’ of
their culture and into a committed community of Jesus followers and started referring to
the buildings occupied by Christian believers on Sunday mornings.
“How did this happen to us?” is the question that is heard frequently in struggling
mainline churches today. This is a rather unhelpful query as it is asked from the
perspective of being a victim of tradition, and it just elicits more of the same simplistic
answers reviewed in Section 2 which fail to get at the deeper issues facing the
denominations. A better question is “How did we get here?” This question seeks
historical context and cultural information and, ultimately, it challenges the questioner to
make difficult choices.
This dissertation employs two arcs to answer that question. The first moves from
Jerusalem to the American frontier tracing how simple gatherings of Jesus followers
evolved into church buildings and institutions, and offers some ideas about how social
and political circumstances may have influenced the physical and liturgical forms they
took on. The second explores the parallel rise of the Modern Age and the Protestant
church and how each has impacted the other over the centuries. In conclusion I examine
the new era that is upon us and describe how Postmodernity is affecting American
mainline churches and offer some ideas about what the future holds and what how the
mainline may be able to return to meaningful ministry in a spiritually hungry world.
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Being Church: From Followers to Buildings

No one tears a piece from a new garment and sews it on an old garment;
otherwise the new will be torn, and the piece from the new will not match the old.
And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise the new wine will burst
the skins and will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. But new wine must
be put into fresh wineskins.
—Luke 5: 33-39

It is easy for human beings to conclude that a thing we do in a moment, a year, or
a lifetime is the way such things are always supposed to be done; in fact, it is the way
they always have been done. When those notions are challenged some of us chuckle with
awkward self-awareness, while many more of us get defensive and go into denial. This is
especially true in churches where ‘We’ve always done it this way’ and its corollary
‘We’ve never done it that way’ have been the pat responses to new situations and ideas
for centuries.
Because the true purpose of a church is to grow and nurture followers of Jesus
wherever and whenever they are in space and time, it would seem reasonable to assume
that liturgies, structures, and hierarchies would change fluidly to facilitate their
discipleship. But ever since the days of Constantine when Christianity first became an
institution, the church has engaged in a complex dance between adapting to the pressure
of contextual change3 and resisting it. In the face of such change churches (and other
institutions) typically default to self-preservation. After all, human beings are in charge
and we are notoriously averse to uncertainty and its attendant losses. Usually, it is only
under great pressure—or the Holy Spirit—that change comes. When it does, it sometimes
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happens so gradually as to be almost imperceptible to those within the church, at other
times the change can be shocking in its speed. However it comes, change is part and
parcel of being alive in the world. Entities that adapt will survive; those that cannot—or
will not—adapt, will fade away. The story of the Christian church is one of contextual
adaptation and resistance within a larger story of birth, death, and occasionally,
resurrection. A brief review of the way that churches have come into being and how
context has influenced their structure and worship not only illustrates the variety of forms
the church has taken but it also shows that the struggles the mainline church is
experiencing today are simply part of the experience of being church in the world.

The history of early Christianity is not well documented. Aside from the books of
the New Testament, there are few other sources that mention Jesus followers at all. We
are, therefore, compelled to rely on scripture for most of the story; but with a keen eye to
cultural mores and political and civic practices it is possible to piece together a sketch of
the early forms of the church.
The first gatherings of the followers of Jesus were described in the fifth book of
the New Testament, The Acts of the Apostles. We are told that after the Holy Spirit came
to them on Pentecost 2,000 years ago Jesus followers spent their days in the temple
together and their evenings “breaking bread from house to house…praising God and
having the goodwill of all the people” (Acts 2:44-47, 4:32-37). They were committed to
sharing food and resources (Acts 4:32-37) and “devoted themselves to the apostles’
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” (Acts 2:42) These
gatherings in Jerusalem were the first of the ecclesia, an assembly of believers—what we
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now call ‘the church,’ although they did not see themselves outside the framework of
their Jewish faith.
Out in the Diaspora the context of new ekklesias was vastly different. We know
something about the practices of apostles through the letters of Paul and the book of Acts:
people heard the Good News in synagogues, by rivers, in marketplaces, and lecture halls.
It has long been presumed that the actual worship gatherings took place exclusively in
homes, particularly in the larger homes of the wealthier followers (Acts 20:7-12), but
church historian Hal Taussig warns that it “would be a mistake to assume that all
Christian gatherings in the first 150 years looked the same.” He asserts that gender, class,
Jewish practice, and ethnicity seem to have varied a good deal in early Christian
communities as did their social structure. Some met as family groups, “others as trade
groups, some as somewhat secret groups, and others as part of larger neighborhood
gatherings.”4
Taussig asserts that Christians, especially those residing in the larger cities of the
Roman Empire, would have been less likely to model their gatherings on Jewish
synagogues, as on the structure of Greek associations which were social organizations
commonly found in the Hellenistic world.5 Membership in an association was on a
voluntary basis. Some associations were family, ethnic, or professional gatherings;
others, in what Taussig suggests was a “bold social experiment”,6 encompassed a wide
spectrum of society from slaves to aristocrats, and welcomed women as well as men.
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These associations would meet at least monthly for a formal ‘festive meal’ which
followed a prescribed order that is reflected in many of the gatherings described in the
gospels. These meals included the ritual of foot washing, a reclining posture for the
gathering, a blessing of the bread, wine libations, preaching, and the singing of hymns.7
Taussig’s work reveals the influence that cultural context exerted on the formation and
practice of early Christian communities, and that influence has never abated.
By end of the first century, gatherings of Jesus followers had been established
throughout the Mediterranean world, with most in Asia Minor, despite the religion being
against Roman law. In about 112, Pliny the Younger, governor of a province on the
northern edge of Asia Minor, wrote to the Emperor for guidance in dealing with
Christians in his region. Pliny described them as being “in the habit of meeting on a
certain fixed day before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a hymn to Christ,
as to a god, and bound themselves by a solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never
to commit any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word, nor deny a trust when
they should be called to deliver it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then
reassemble to partake of food.” He was concerned, “for this contagious superstition is not
confined to the cities only, but has spread through the villages and rural districts.”8 The
description of their gatherings and the assortment of locations noted by Pliny in this rare
reference to early Christianity suggest that a variety of forms and practices had already
developed in congregations around the Roman Empire, although the sharing of a meal
remained a consistent feature.
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By the second century the socio-political structures of the Roman world became
the prevailing model for the church9 and would remain so for most of the next 1,700
years. In this model, a principle pastor or bishop would preside over worship gatherings
and handle administrative duties. Elders and deacons were appointed to assist him in his
work. When a church got too large to meet in one place, it would divide and a new pastor
would assume the second church’s leadership. The larger cities had to be divided into a
number of manageable subsidiary centers known as paroikia (parishes), with an
archbishop overseeing them all. While minor regional variations were inevitable, these
churches were essentially transplants of the ‘mother church,’ replicating the original’s
structure and liturgy.
The challenges and persecution endured by the early churches under Roman rule
officially ended in 321 when Constantine gave Christian churches legal status as
corporations. The theological differences and conflicts among the churches were
essentially resolved at the Council of Nicaea four years later. That council not only put an
end to theological disputes, but also established a uniform church structure above the
local level, organizing provincial synods of bishops which, in turn, led to the creation of
episcopal sees.
Christianity took a second, very different direction from the gatherings
established by Paul and his ilk. From the earliest days of the faith, individuals and groups
of Christian ascetics retreated to the wilderness to pray, study, and seek union with God.
There were an estimated 7,000 monastic communities of both men and women in Egypt
by the year 400, and the ascetic movement spread rapidly throughout the Roman Empire.
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This resulted in the establishment of monasteries throughout all of Europe and the
surrounding isles, many of which survived the attacks of invading Visigoths, Vandals and
other tribes, despite the sixth century collapse of the Empire.
The eighth century brought the rise of Charles the Great—a brilliant soldier and
administrator and a determined protector of the Church. Charlemagne reinstated the
Nicaean system, appointing and empowering bishops in new ways and summoning
councils to work out conflicts and map the future. Charles wanted to increase literacy
throughout his kingdom so he established the system of cathedral-based parishes, each
served by a resident priest as educator. While the success of his literacy campaign is
debatable, his parish system became the model for churches throughout the world, even
to this day.10
The ninth, tenth, & eleventh centuries saw Christianity sweep over Europe thanks
to the military conquests of Christian royals who supported and promoted the efforts of
the missionaries who accompanied them. As new areas were conquered, the aristocratic
military men saw to the ‘conversion’ of defeated rulers, political exigency being at least
as persuasive as any experience of faith. As the local authorities ‘joined’ the Church, their
subjects were converted as well, often by force.11 Cathedrals were then built and parishes
were established which effectively secured and maintained the land for the Holy Roman
Empire, also known as ‘Christendom.’ The Church exerted tremendous influence on
European culture, controlling virtually all religious, social, and scientific thought and
practice.
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After Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the Wittenberg church door in 1517,
the region that is now Germany was quickly swept up in religious conflict. Luther and
other like-minded priests began to work with their local aristocracy to supplant the
Roman churches in the region. They took land, buildings, and whole congregations into
what would become a Lutheran system.12 In essence, they discarded the Magisterium of
the Roman church while preserving the episcopal structure of Nicaea and the parish
organization of Charles the Great. Luther translated the worship service into German and
composed new hymns for congregations to sing, but otherwise Lutherans continued to
use Roman church liturgical practices and sacramental teachings.
Other Protestant reformers, including Zwingli, Hubmaier, and John Calvin, all
trained (if not ordained) priests, took the reformation of the church much further than
Luther. They stripped their ‘inherited’ church sanctuaries of ornamentation and held
worship in their native languages but each created different orders of worship. Calvin
insisted that only forms explicitly recorded in scripture would be used in worship. The
order of worship for Reformed services in Geneva (where Calvin resided) included
invocation, confession of sins, assurance of pardon, singing of psalms, prayer for
illumination, lessons from Scripture, sermon, collection, prayers of intercession, the
Apostles’ Creed, words of institution, instruction and exhortation, communion, prayer of
thanksgiving, and benediction.13 Reformed worship continued the use of prayer books
and Calvin himself wrote prayers to be used by ministers who were uncomfortable with
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public prayer. This order of worship continues to shape the liturgies used in most
Presbyterian and Congregational (United Church of Christ) churches today.
Across the English Channel the Reformation made its own way, responding to the
demands of Henry VIII and his successors. The British shed ‘Roman’ for ‘Anglican’, but
otherwise did not significantly change the structure of the church organization or the
liturgy itself. It is no wonder that exiles from Europe who came to England seeking
religious freedom were disappointed with the kind of Protestantism they found there.
Frustrated by their failure to reform the church further, the Puritans worshiped in their
homes, created congregations of their exiled communities, and gradually gathered British
converts. The Church of England was not at all pleased with the actions of these religious
interlopers and the Puritans were violently condemned for their theology and their polity.
By 1628, Puritans began immigrating to the colonies, along with religious exiles from all
over Europe.
Once in the Americas, each strain of Christianity established itself. Although any
attempt at geographical purity was thwarted by the unceasing influx of immigrants, the
Puritans and Pilgrims (soon to be known as Congregationalists) settled primarily in New
England, the Friends located in and around Philadelphia, Catholics in Maryland, the
Dutch Reform in New York City, and German reform settlers gathered west of
Philadelphia. By 1776, Lutherans, Baptists, Anglicans, and Presbyterians were scattered
throughout the colonies.14 Earnest and enthusiastic missionary pioneers made their way
west, transplanting their home churches in new communities as they went, with more or
less success.
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At the opening of the nineteenth century there were 36 different denominations in
the United States, a situation that compelled church leaders to become strategic about
establishing churches in a reasonable and sustainable manner. Washington Gladden, a
renowned Congregational minister of the day, suggested that one church for every 500
persons would be ideal. He believed that denominational differences were of little
significance and declared that any Protestant church should be able to serve a community
equally well. Gladden made a fervent case for cooperation between the denominations,
trumpeting the goal of The Christian League of Connecticut “to promote efficiency and
economy in Christian work, by the suppression and extinction of superfluous
organizations, by the occupation of destitute fields, and by the concentration of Christian
people”.15 He came up with the idea of establishing comity agreements between the
denominations with the goal of preventing the ‘overlooking’ of an area and the
‘overlapping’ of church fields, which was to be addressed by prohibiting the
establishment of a new church within a mile of any existing comity agreement church.
The concept of comity was well received in the northern reaches of the country by
Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Methodists. The churches in the South, along with
the Lutherans and Episcopalians, were not particularly interested, so the agreements often
had unexpected consequences. A desirable location, which was proximally unacceptable
for the building of a Congregational church, would be snapped up by Baptists who were
happy to compete with the Presbyterians down the block. This lack of accord led to the
dissolution of the comity agreements some 50 years later, but their effects were felt for at
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least another century.16 Although the contractual agreements ended, the denominations
established their own comity committees which then worked together to coordinate
church growth. Consequently the ‘One Mile Rule’ long remained one of the basic criteria
in determining the number and location of new churches of each denomination.17
Independent congregations have always existed as modest counterpoints to the
mighty denominations, but they began to rise in number and influence in the 1960s. A
major boost came when the daughter of the pastor of a tiny church in California got
involved with a guitar-playing hippie. Pastor Chuck Smith befriended him and soon
brought the young man and his friends into the faith. The ensuing Jesus movement
became known for its engaging guitar-driven worship, restorationist theology, and
penchant for communal life and spread quickly across North America and Europe.
The movement had an exciting heyday before running its course in the 1980’s, but
the musical genre that was born is still very much in evidence in the ‘new paradigm
churches’ that had welcomed the “Jesus freaks”: Calvary Chapel (1965), Vineyard
(1974), and Hope Chapel (1971). These churches surged onto the Protestant landscape
and began to replicate in thousands of communities, introducing the era of
postdenominational Christianity in America.18 One of the significant aspects of the new
paradigm churches was the emphasis on a weekday gathering for Bible study and
fellowship in homes. Donald E. Miller, author of Reinventing American Protestantism,
found that a third of new paradigm church members met for what he called
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‘MiniChurch’, describing that time together as “the real core of the church,” not what
happens on Sunday morning.19
The new paradigm model of churches were followed by the next generation of
non-denominational evangelical churches which include ‘seeker churches’ like Willow
Creek (est. 1975), ‘purpose-driven churches’ modeled after Rick Warren’s Saddleback
Community Church (est. 1980), and ‘Gen-X’ churches which began in 1986. Most of the
Gen-X congregations got their start as a ‘church-within-a-church’ when the pastoral team
of a large mega-church realized that the music and worship style which appealed to Baby
Boomer adults was leaving their Baby Buster/Gen-X children cold. They would then
create a spin-off congregation with a charismatic young man as head of staff, “with a
half-million-dollar budget and a big Sunday morning event. The ultimate goal was to be
big in celebration, always built around the preacher/teacher, buildings, and staff.”20
Over a short period of time, many of those charismatic young men found their
‘church-within-a-church’ collapsing due to conflicts with the mother-church leadership.21
Before long, many Gen-X church and mega-church youth group leaders started to realize
that what had been chalked up as a generational issue was much more than that; they
began to see the changes manifesting all around them. In 1997, a number of them began
to meet to have conversations about the changes they were seeing and share their dreams
of different ways to be faithful church. Curiously, similar conversations were happening
in gatherings of people who had their roots in the mainline denominations. Those same
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dreams were leading them in the direction their evangelical cousins took and new, very
different kinds of churches began to emerge everywhere.

The context of a community has always influenced the structure and style of the
church that forms in it, but those same forces affect established churches very differently.
Established congregations consistently resist adapting to the changes that create and
energize a new model of church. This can be seen at every step in church history
beginning with the resistance of the Jerusalem church to Paul’s welcoming of the
gentiles, through the resistance of the Roman church to the Protestants’ concerns, to the
evangelical churches’ resistance to the emerging churches.
Every institution resists the changes imposed upon them by the next generation. It
is the nature of being established. Of course, some resistance is good; it maintains the
focus on the mission of the institution in the face of passing fads and fashions. But when
the institution maintains resistance too long without any reflection about the cause, it
risks being abandoned permanently. This is where the mainline is now. The people of
many mainline churches so treasure the structures of their traditions that they have been
reluctant to even think about changing them to become more accessible to the postBoomer generations. Churches that began with a culturally vibrant vision of ministry
have devolved over time into inviolable centers of comfortable membership that,
whatever else they do, serve to keep the rest of the changing world at bay. Any change in
structure is frightening and threatening and is resisted at all costs, even if that means
marginalization—or the death—of the church.
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The Modern Era and the Rise of the Protestant Church

There are numerous ways to break history into pieces, but in its most basic form,
the Western world has seen three major periods: Antiquity (3000 BCE–500 CE), the
Middle Ages (500–1500), and the Modern Era (1500-1960). Historians of every field
have broken these eras down into dozens of others, but as the big picture, this model
holds up well.
Of course, history is not just a series of ages or events; the very way we perceive
and understand the world goes through its own transformations as well. The events that
become history are often driven by changes in the way that people understand and relate
to authority and an individual’s ability to act. Philosophers, artists, and poets are the first
to sense the change of cultural tides, the rest of us may recognize the shift eventually—
but usually only after an awkward bump, stumble, and splash into the new reality. Still
others never understand why things no longer make sense to them, and why it seems that
so many people no longer value the things of the past.
The Protestant church is a product of the Modern Era, which over the last century
has been inelegantly clattering to a close. In order to understand what is happening to the
churches now we need to understand how the Protestant church in general and the
mainline denominations in particular came to be and how they were shaped by the culture
into which they were born. This chapter draws parallels between the major events of the
Modern Age and the expansion of the Protestant church in the western world with an eye
to the themes of authority and agency in order to bring light to bear on the changes that
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the people of the church have gone through in these five hundred years so that we can
begin to grasp the parameters of the tidal shift that we are now experiencing.

By the time Martin Luther began his protest, the Renaissance had rung in the
Modern Era, bringing a new sense of individuality, capacity, and purpose. The control
that the Church had maintained during the Middle Ages finally gave way, releasing
torrents of curiosity and creativity in men like DaVinci, Mercator, and Copernicus.
Others like Magellan, Columbus, and Balboa were not only discovering new continents,
they were also studying, researching and inventing. Of all inventions of that age
(including pocket watches, pencils, microscopes, and bottled beer), it was Johannes
Gutenberg’s printing press which 500 years later would earn recognition as the most
important invention not just of that century, but of the entire millennium.22
In 1455, Gutenberg adapted the mechanics of the Rhine Valley’s screw-design
wine presses to create his revolutionary moveable type printing press, making books
available and affordable to more than just the clergy and ruling class. The press
propagated the use of hand bills and broadsheets throughout Europe as ordinary people
learned to read and write for the first time. The sixteenth century clergymen who took up
Luther’s protest of the excesses and failures of the Roman church took full advantage of
the rapidly improving printing technology to communicate with their sympathizers and to
spread their ideas about theology, polity, liturgy, and ecclesiology. As many historians
have observed, it is possible that the Protestant Reformation may never have succeeded
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without the invention of the printing press, but it is certain that the freedom of thought
exercised by the Protestant reformers and their copious use of Europe’s printing presses
led directly to the birth of the Enlightenment.23
A century after protesting theologians began to shake off Roman control, the Age
of Enlightenment finally dawned, and the bright light of reason slowly began to
illuminate all aspects of European and American life and thought. By the seventeenth
century everything grounded in tradition was open to questioning. Prolific scholarly
discourse, philosophical debate, and scientific experimentation opened up new lines of
thought and developed technologies never even dreamed possible by Luther and his
contemporaries. Reason and scientific method sought to overcome the power of
superstition and religious mystery. The authority of a man’s (and eventually of a
woman’s) rational consideration gradually came to replace the authority that the Church
had held ever since Christianity found favor with Constantine.
The 1600s became a time of religious and political differentiation and strife. As
religious conflicts in Britain escalated and the 30 Years War took its grim toll on the
continent, members of various religious sects began to relocate to the New World in
earnest. The Puritans were among the first religious immigrants, establishing Plymouth
Colony just south of Massachusetts Bay in 1630. Groups of Dutch Reformers,
Presbyterians, Quakers, Baptists and Anabaptists, and even Roman Catholics made their
way to America, all of them fleeing religious oppression. Replication of the violence in
Europe was generally avoided as most of the immigrants brought with them some sense

23

Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy and Its Connection with Political and Social
Circumstances from the Earliest Times to the Present Day (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1945), 492494.

53
of tolerance toward other traditions. They had strong opinions as to the superiority of
their particular belief system but they usually managed to steer clear of the outright
violence and armed conflict they had experienced in their home countries.
The 1700s saw the establishment of America’s first colleges. Harvard, Brown,
King’s College (Columbia), and the College of William and Mary were founded by
clergymen intent on educating the next generations of clergy and civil leaders. John
Quincy Adams, John Hancock, and Thomas Jefferson were among the Founding Fathers
educated at those schools which offered classes in the latest developments in science and
invention as well as philosophy, theology, and languages. The American Revolution and
the establishment documents those men created were guided by the Enlightenment’s
repudiation of the unquestioned authority of monarchy, aristocracy, and church along
with the astonishing Enlightenment principles of liberty, equality, and the inalienable
rights of citizens.
Before long, however, another round of challenges to religious tradition and
authority began to sweep Protestant Europe and the American colonies. In the 1730s, the
First Great Awakening sought to redefine Christian faith and practice by emphasizing an
individual’s need for salvation and the observance of a rigorous personal morality above
church doctrine and ritual. The Awakening particularly affected Congregationalists,
Presbyterians, and other Reformed branches of the church in America. Schisms emerged
in those nascent denominations while the Methodist and Baptist movements were
energized. Churches that were more liturgical and dogmatic (Lutheran and Anglican) and
those less so (Quakers) were little affected by the Awakening.
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A fertile time in theology and philosophy is also a time of creativity in other areas
so it is not surprising that the First Industrial Revolution (1750 to 1850) followed the
founding of the landmark universities and the Great Awakening. The textile industries of
the United States and England were transformed as production moved from farms and
hearths to mills and factories powered by steam engines, which soon propelled the ships
and trains that moved the goods around the world. For better and for worse, the invention
and industry of the First Industrial Revolution began to transform both North America
and Europe from predominantly rural, agrarian societies into urban, industrial
communities.
A sense of manifest destiny and American exceptionalism drove western
exploration and expansion across the continent in the nineteenth century. The Civil War
then tore the country apart and redefined what America was, pulling us out of a still
largely provincial national identity and propelling the country into a clearly modern
future. The Second Great Awakening played out under those same dynamics and stresses.
New religious groups like the Latter Day Saints movement (c. 1830), the Seventh-day
Adventist Church (1863), and The Church of Christ, Scientist (1879) were founded by
charismatic leaders and required rigorous religious thought and practice. Concomitantly,
the Second Industrial Revolution (1870 to 1914) was fueled by the expansion of steel
production and the development of petroleum products. The new technologies of
electrical generation and the internal combustion engine pushed the growth of industries
and railways. The telegraph (the first form of high-speed long-distance communication)
spread across the country and a transatlantic telegraph cable was dependably relaying
news from Europe to the States by the end of the century.
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In the United States, industrialization changed not only the means of producing
goods, but also how churches and denominations went about establishing new churches.
The first guide to local church planning was published in 1915, extolling the virtues of
descriptive surveys to determine the need of an area for a church. This business-style
methodology became the norm in church planning all. In 1952, Methodist scholar
Frederick Shippey published Church Work in the City, asserting that his was a “scientific
guide for establishing new churches.”24 Over the years every denomination has published
a series of books and pamphlets using this strategy25 although the means for eliciting the
information has gone from door-to-door surveys to telephone interviews to computer
analysis of commercially generated demographics.
A whole new phase of church growth began when World War II ended. The
country was being redesigned by the advent of the freeway system and the accompanying
suburban development. Denominations worked with suburban planners to seize the
opportunity for ministry in the suburbs resulting in a church building boom from 1946 to
1961. As essential structures of society,26 church locations were penciled out along with
schools and fire stations27 at the rate of one church for every 1,200 new homes.28 A
building was constructed, a pastor installed, the doors were flung open and the people
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from the area filled it. It was just that simple.29 Returning service men and their young,
growing families flocked to the newly created suburban churches which became “the
bedrock of American religious institutions”.30
These were the years when ‘under God’ was slipped into the Pledge of Allegiance
(1954) and ‘In God We Trust’ became the nation’s official motto (1956) and standard on
paper currency (1957). In the Cold War against ‘Godless communism’, attending church
was seen as an expression of American identity and patriotism. Robert Wuthnow
describes churches as “sacred fortresses…in which spirituality and identity were forged
together.”31 In 1952, 75% of Americans asserted that religion was ‘very important’ in
their lives, a statistic that the country had not seen before and certainly has not seen
since.32
With the arrival of the twentieth century the next and arguably final phase of the
Modern Era came into view as the glow of the Enlightenment faded, the Industrial
Revolutions became ordinary, and the Great Awakenings dozed off. Identified rather
unimaginatively as ‘Modernity’, there is no shortage of ideas about what it means.
Virtually every field of interest has a stake in the definition: Science, sociology, politics,
psychology, education, economics, architecture, literature, the visual arts, and the
performing arts each define Modernity in their own way. Robert Ellwood, a professor of
world religions at the University of Southern California for thirty years and the author of
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over twenty five books, identified twelve significant aspects of modernism. These include
the traditions of public education, bi-polar politics, and rationalistic science along with
the ideals of progress, social justice, universal healthcare, and universal truths.33 While
scholars debate some of those points, the certainty of universal truth is one of the
foundations of our world today, and is the cornerstone of every definition of Modernity.
The culmination of the Enlightenment and the entire Modern Age, Modernity
thoroughly embraced the metanarratives that “knowledge is certain, objective and
inherently good”34 and that with enough study, ‘man’ will be able to construct a
comprehensive explanation of everything, be it history, science, or other area of study,
and continual progress will be made toward a more perfect world. This was a huge
comfort to people who were trying to make sense of World War One and the Great
Depression, but in the face of WWII and the horrors of the Holocaust and the atom bomb
those grand stories began to ring hollow.
Then we hit the tipping point. Sometime in the 1960s, the modern worldview
began to feel less and less credible to more and more people. In the West and beyond, the
trust people put in the leaders of politics, business, and religion began to diminish. People
began to value their own experience over the ‘expert guidance’ of an ‘objective’
authority. Liberation movements rose and triumphed in the United States, in Africa, in
Central and South America and in Europe. The uniformity of thought and design
promulgated by both communist and capitalist societies began to be met with recognition,
disparagement, and outright resistance. People began to search for their own identity
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apart from family, residence, work, and religion, even as they sought relationships with
others that were ‘real’ and ‘meaningful’. Some people call this time in history ‘late
Modernity’, but others sense that something else is afoot, something that pushes beyond
the defining provinces of the last 500 years.

Modernity and the Mainline

Thanks to the ecumenical coordination of church planting in the early days of the
American colonies, the churches of the denominations that would eventually come to be
called ‘mainline’ spread in a remarkably orderly way across the United States. But in the
twentieth century, the Industrial Revolution changed not only the means of producing
goods, but how denominations went about establishing new churches. As comity
agreements dissolved in a competition for new church sites, ‘scientific guides’ were
developed for pinpointing the optimum locations for new churches.35
American religion soon represented “the culmination of what it meant to be
religious in a ‘modern’ way compatible with the same in the political, economic, and
educational realms.”36 Money flowed from local churches, through regional offices, then
into national operations centers. Denominational headquarters were designed and staffed
following corporate models in structure and function. They developed large departments
to provide leadership and resources for every area of church program and mission. Before
long the denominations had their own resource distribution centers, as well as
newspapers, radio shows, and even television programming.
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The mainline denominations came together in 1950 to form the National Council
of Churches, “a new alliance for ministry and mission”.37 Eight years later, President
Dwight D. Eisenhower laid the cornerstone for the Interchurch Center (also known as the
‘God Box’) on Riverside Drive in New York City. John D. Rockefeller, Jr. funded the
19-story structure that was envisioned to be a “Protestant Vatican” with offices for all the
mainline churches. This was believed to be an essential move because most major
corporations relocated their headquarters to New York City in the 1950s. New York was
the burgeoning center of American finance and political power, and the mainline
churches were an essential part of that dynamic. It is hardly possible to imagine a more
modern church model.
But then the 1960s arrived and everything seemed to change. Putnam and
Campbell note that “the Sixties represented a perfect storm for American institutions of
all sorts—political, social, sexual, and religious.”38 They list a panoply of what they
consider to be “contributing factors” for the storm—from the baby boomers moving into
their college years to birth control, from marijuana and LSD to the Vietnam War and a
dozen more social movements, demographic changes, and historic events. But contrary to
Putnam and Campbell, I believe these factors were not the cause of the “perfect storm,”
they were the signs of the storm, which was actually not a thunderous, yet passing event
that the ‘storm’ metaphor would suggest; it was more like a rising tide gradually yet
relentlessly eroding the very foundations of modern civilization. That tide is the shape
and the effect of a new era: Postmodernity.
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Postmodernity and the Church

At some unmarked point during the last 20 years, we imperceptibly moved out of
the modern age and into a new, as yet nameless era… The old view of the world,
the old task and the old center calling themselves “modern” and “up to date” only
a few years ago, just make no sense anymore... Our actions are already measured
against the stern demands of the “today,” the “post-modern” world; and yet we
have no series, no concepts, no slogans-no real knowledge-about the new reality.
—Peter F. Drucker, Landmarks of Tomorrow, 1959

Some people say that World War I was the gateway to the postmodern era, some
cite World War II. Still others say that the Modern Era ended with the assassination of
President Kennedy or with the 1969 ‘Aquarian Exposition’ known as Woodstock.
Although there is no one definitive moment of commencement, it is clear that it “the
Long Sixties”39 (1957 to 1975) were the fulcrum that flipped America disjointedly out of
the Modern Era and into Postmodernity. These were the years that held the rise of the
civil rights movement and the Vietnam War, international anti-apartheid activism and
movements for the rights of women, gays, Chicanos, seniors, children, and more.40
The foundational assumption of the Enlightenment “that knowledge is certain,
objective, and inherently good”41 was edged aside and a different perspective settled in,
one that harbors grave doubts that knowledge is at all certain, truly objective, or
particularly good. Modernity’s meta-narrative of definable universal truth was seen by
more and more people to be biased in favor of the dominant U.S. elite (white, male,
39

Arthur Marwick, “The Cultural Revolution of the Long Sixties: Voices of Reaction, Protest, and
Permeation,” The International History Review, Vol. 27, Iss. 4, (2005), http://0-www.tandfonline.com
.catalog.georgefox.edu/doi/abs/10.1080 /07075332.2005.9641080 (accessed December 7, 2012).
40

The Humanities Department of San José State University has posted a fascinating timeline of
the Long Sixties for a 2009 American Civilization course. http://amciv.wordpress.com/2009/04/26/thelong-60s/ (accessed December 7, 2012).
41

Rogier Bos, Next-Wave Interview with Stanley J. Grenz, April 20, 1999, http://www.nextwave.org/may99/SG.htm (accessed Dec. 6, 2010).

61
heterosexual, adult Americans and at least upper-middle class); and began to be shed for
knowledge that is more experiential and personal even as diversity and globalism began
to be respected and celebrated. ‘Think globally, act locally’ became a mantra for many
and religious pluralism came to be accepted by all but the most conservative of
Christians.
It is estimated that 30-40% of Baby Boomers have a postmodern mindset.42 In the
60s they were the ones who lived by the bumper sticker credos of ‘Question Authority’
and ‘Don’t trust anyone over 30’. Suspicious of all authority figures, they were especially
wary of the authority claimed by governments, corporations, and organizations, both
secular and religious. They no longer believed that those institutions had ordinary
people’s best interests at heart. Instead, those entities were seen as doggedly protecting
and promoting their influence, power, and market share. This was an enormous erosion of
the public confidence they had enjoyed prior to the 60s. That trust has continued to
diminish over the last fifty years, due in no small way to the steady increase of
postmoderns in ensuing generations. It is now estimated that 60% of people under forty
years of age are culturally postmodern.43
In The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why, church
historian Phyllis Tickle connects Postmodernity and the church by taking a long view at
the history of Christianity. She posits that from the first ecclesias that gathered after the
death of Jesus, the church has undergone a comprehensive transformation about every
five hundred years because that is when “the empowered structures of institutionalized

42

Brian D. McLaren, A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001), 44.
43

Ibid., 44.

62
Christianity, whatever that may be at that time, become an intolerable carapace that must
be shattered in order that renewal and new growth may occur.” Tickle cites the fall of the
Roman Empire, the Great Schism of 1054, and the Protestant Reformation as those
shattering points and asserts that we are now “in the hinge of a five-hundred-year
period,” even as “we are also the direct product of one.”44
Tickle calls Postmodernity “The Great Emergence,” describing it as “an acrossthe-board and still-accelerating shift in every single part and parcel of our lives as
members in good standing of twenty-first century Western or westernized civilization.
Intellectually, politically, culturally, sociologically, religiously, psychologically, every
part of us and of how we are and how we live has, to some greater or lesser degree, been
reconfiguring over the last century and a half and those changes are now becoming a
genuine maelstrom around us.”45 Tickle describes the four ways that Protestants and
Catholics are responding to the Great Emergence. Traditionalist Christians slowly adjust
and amend their church. Re-traditioning Christians stay within their church but refurbish
it as they “energetically wish to make it more fully what it originally was,”46 while
Progressive Christians remodel it. Emerging Christians are something else again:
networks of Christians coming together, not necessarily to create new bricks and mortar
churches, but to help one another to become more authentic faithful disciples of Jesus.
The table that Dan Kimball used in The Emerging Church47 may be helpful in clarifying
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the cultural changes that Tickle discusses. He adapted the chart from the Leadership
Network with input from Brian McLaren. In good postmodern fashion I have taken the
liberty of adapting it further. See Appendix 3.
The issue of authority was essential to the people of the Modern Era who
repudiated papal authority and claimed the right to reason, investigate, discover, and
understand the world on their own terms. The Reformation was driven by people reading
the Bible in their own languages and being empowered to interpret it for themselves.
Before long, however, ministers, churches, and judicatories of every kind promulgated a
variation of a new metanarrative of authority: “We know about God and we know what
God wants you to do.” They held remarkable influence over the lives of parishioners as
well as the towns and neighborhoods in which they lived, so much so that eventually
Hollywood Westerns would exploit the archetype of moralistic clergymen.48
In the last 50 years, however, clergy of the mainline denominations have, for the
most part, lost their place of influence in the public square to evangelical church leaders.
As evangelicals are the product of 20th century American Modernity and typically attract
congregants who are averse to postmodern influences, conservative evangelical leaders
continue to wield significant power in the local, regional, and national arenas—as well as
in the lives of their congregants. This explains why so many young postmodern
evangelicals began to push away from their tradition while most young mainliners simply
slipped away: there was a clear big authority to push against.
The concept of universal truth has also lost traction in Postmodernity: conflicting
truths and beliefs abound, they are expected and received as valid perspectives. A
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diversity of religious belief systems now co-exist throughout the country and pluralism is
a given. In November 2012, Americans elected the first Hindu to Congress, the first
Buddhist senator, and the first member of either house to describe their religion as
“none.” Congress barely retains a Protestant majority (56.4%), a far cry from 50 years
ago when nearly three-quarters of its members belonged to Protestant denominations.
30% of Congress is now Catholic (compared to 19% in 1961) and Jewish representation
has risen from 2% in 1961 to 6%.49
Just as the Enlightenment was facilitated at every turn by the invention of the
printing press which enabled communication in a way the world had never seen,
Postmodernity is also driven by the power of communication: the Internet. The World
Wide Web has cracked the world wide open. Not only can one read stories and see
pictures of people in far-away places, they can be Skyped with. Digital media, social
networking, and instant global real-time multi-dimensional (voice and image)
communication underscore the sense that we have much more in common with others
than how we differ, while at the same time bringing a deep respect for those differences.
Globalism and pluralism go hand in hand. As the world opens up, people can develop an
appreciation for other cultures, including their sacred writings. Many Americans have
moved from believing that the Bible is the sole revelation of God to being comfortable
with the pluralistic view that the Bible is but one source.
Putnam and Campbell may have misconstrued the signs of the “perfect storm”
that hit American institutions in the 1960s but they accurately described it as a shock to
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the American system. The onset of a decade full of ‘sex, drugs, and rock & roll’ that
represented freedom for some profoundly horrified many. This resulted in the rise of
religious conservatism in the 1970s and 1980s, what Putnam and Campbell call the ‘first
aftershock’ to the long 60s. Conservative denominations such as the Southern Baptist
Convention boomed and new nondenominational congregations began to take shape.
Before the 1970s a nondenominational church was a rarity; they are now the fastest
growing religious segment in the country. Putnam and Campbell report that since the
1980s, 7% of Americans claim they belong to one, which is more than the membership of
the United Methodist Church, the largest of all mainline denominations.50 Not all nondenominational churches are alike, however. While megachurches have been attracting
the attention of the media, over the last fifteen years countless small unaffiliated
congregations have appeared in communities in the United States and around the world.
Developing from networks of relationships, these emerging churches are an authentic
postmodern expression of Christianity, made up of people who came to recognize the
changes wrought by the postmodern paradigm shift. They began to critically reflect on
the new developments and work with them rather than deny their existence or simply
react to them.
Much has been written about the origins of the emerging church movement,
which is remarkable since it is still being created today. Brian McLaren, Tony Jones,
Mark Driscoll, Doug Pagitt, and Dan Kimball were all young evangelical members of
what John Shelby Spong, an Episcopal bishop, calls the “the church alumni society.”
Tony Jones notes that each man “had been tapped in their early twenties—some of them
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in their late teens—to be the next generation of megachurch leaders. They had great
charisma and the right genitalia, and they were the kings-in-waiting.”51 But by the late
90s, these members of the Young Leaders Network of the evangelical church world52 had
become disillusioned by the churches they were supposed to be getting ready to rule.
Both the theology and the methods of doing church in the evangelical tradition were
beginning to wear thin on them. Jones writes, “We looked at the architecture of church
buildings, at the structure of the leadership, at the form of the liturgy, at denominational
and seminary structures, and we asked, ‘What does this say about what we believe in
God?’”53 They realized that the answers to those questions did not reflect the faith in their
hearts.
These young leaders began to find other kindred souls at youth leadership
gatherings around the country; they spent long nights in earnest conversation about their
faith and the ministries they served. In so doing, they discovered that they shared the
same sense about how God was working in the world and the same hope for a more
relational ministry than their large churches could or would offer. As friendships grew
between them, they began to see that friendship was not just an interpersonal practice but
the structural model at the heart of their evolving faith. By 2001 a number of them had
formed a loosely ordered group which they called ‘Emergent’ “as a means of inviting
more people into the conversation,”54 conversation being the format of the movement’s
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theological exploration. Through their conversations, these Emergent friends began to
call into question some of the practices and doctrines that their evangelical world holds
dear. They read the work of postmodern philosophers like Jacques Derrida and John
Caputo. They made connections with like-minded Christians in Great Britain and Europe.
They created websites, held conferences, and wrote blogs and books. They started
exciting church ventures and in the early 2000s they began to get great press from
evangelical magazines like Rev and Leadership. They were seen as the hipster wing of
the evangelical church and enjoyed the flattering spotlight while it lasted–––for it did not
take long before conservative stalwarts began accusing them of being “a neo-liberal
cult.”55 These critics have spent a lot of energy trying to end what they see as the scourge
of emerging churches, to no avail.
‘Emergent’ and ‘emerging’ are terms frequently used in reference to any church
gathering with some kind of alternative worship, but the emerging church movement is
not a style. Phil Snider, a Disciples of Christ pastor in Springfield, Missouri describes it
as, “a paradigm shift whereby even the most basic elements of Christian practice, faith,
tradition and identity—worship, mission, community, scripture, formation—are
translated through a postmodern lens and adapted to come alive in context.”56 This
understanding echoes that in Emerging Church: Creating Christian Community in
Postmodern Cultures, currently the definitive book on the emerging church phenomenon.
Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger assert that an emerging church is one that develops out of
the context of its community as opposed to one that is planted or transplanted by another
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church and is “exploring worship, mission, and community within that context.”
Dismissing the notion of it being a youth movement, they are clear that emerging
churches are “missional communities arising from within postmodern culture and
consisting of followers of Jesus who are seeking to be faithful in their time and place.”57
These groups of Jesus followers give little thought to owning church buildings or
producing big Sunday meetings, they simply seek to foster communities that “embody
the kingdom,” the presence of God. They hold the hope of forming “communities of
people that produce apprentices of Jesus who live in the gospel and communicate and
draw others in as a matter of course to the way they live,” and believe that the point of a
Christian life is not just to “give a little, do a little, pay membership dues, and get a ticket
to heaven.” 58 The point is to live like Jesus.
While there are as many styles and expressions as there are emerging churches,
five principles and practices can usually be found in emerging churches which
differentiate them from other current forms of church. Not surprisingly, these qualities
were characteristic of the earliest of apostolic churches. Indeed, everything old is new
again.
1. Emerging churches embrace change and see it as a way to remain faithful to the
leading of the Holy Spirit.
How many Episcopalians does it take to change a light bulb?
Ten. One to actually change the bulb and 9 to say how much they like the old one.
How many Lutherans does it take to change a light bulb?
There is some question here. But we have it on good authority that they have
appointed a committee to study the issue and report back at their next meeting.
How many Presbyterians does it take to change a lightbulb?
What? Change? ?
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Jokes like this are painfully funny because the mainline denominations are
famously resistant to change. ‘We’ve always done it this way’ is the mantra that keeps
many churches locked into traditions and practices that masquerade as essential
denominational traits. Each church has an order and style of worship that rarely, if ever,
varies. The hymnals offered by each denominational publishing company are updated
every twenty years or so, yet are still full of hymns that date as far back as Martin
Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress is Our God.” The organizational polity of each
denomination gives guidance to almost every aspect of church life, from the names of the
ruling bodies (e.g., session, consistory, vestry) to the roles and responsibilities of elders
and deacons to the election of delegates to regional and national councils, committees,
and gatherings. Committees may vary with church character and need, but Robert’s Rules
of Order are ubiquitous. Most mainline churches faithfully follow the guidance of the
liturgical calendar and read the weekly scriptures listed in the New Revised Common
Lectionary. It seems that every structure and system of mainline Protestantism reflects
loyal dedication to the historic past as well as fond attachment to the organizational
meticulousness of Modernity.
The postmodern people of emerging churches know that change is inevitable and
they are not averse to it. They are interested in doing all they can to enrich human
relationships with God through Jesus Christ: not by rigidly following bylaws, not by the
rote recitation of creeds, not by being tied to a name-brand organization, but simply by
following in the way of Jesus, a man who was always on the move with and toward God.
Such movement intrinsically means that things will change and it means that we must be
in motion, too.
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“Remaining faithful to the leading of the Holy Spirit” implies staying responsive
to the needs and interests of the congregation, the community, and the world. Emerging
churches are (dis)organized so that they can adjust quickly to changes as the need or
desire arises. Worship services can vary weekly, depending on the person organizing it as
well as the season of the year. Tradition is valued as a centering touchstone, but it is a
touchstone not a mill stone: “We’ve always done it this way” is not a part of their
vocabulary. While some emerging churches elect leaders, others are strictly voluntary.
Congregational life is more likely to be organized into teams and task groups that meet
according to needs rather than long-standing committees. Decision making is often by
consensus not majority rule, let alone fiat.
People who are part of an emerging church know that change is inescapable and
that being responsive to change is essential to a vibrant, faithful life. They reject the
institutional approach of Modernity and are intent on reclaiming the definition of ecclesia
as being the church with one another, not defining church as a building. The emerging
church echoes the earliest years of Christianity: church is not about a meeting place,
church is not about organization, church is about a community gathering together to
worship God and care for and about one another. Church is about a group of people doing
their best to follow Jesus, individually and collectively.
2. Emerging churches advocate worship that is interactive, multisensory, and
communal and see it as a way to worship God with mind, soul, and body.
The hallmark of the Enlightenment was rationality and reason. This was
manifested in Reformation churches when preaching the Word took the central place in
worship over celebrating the mystery of the sacraments. The educated clergyman was
held to be a reliable source of objective truth. He had the authority to teach the
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congregation how to understand the scriptures and what doctrines to believe. The
congregation would listen to the sermon and respond with the singing of hymns that
reinforced the discourse of the preacher. That model continues today throughout the
mainline. Although ministers are no longer expected to preach for hours on end, the
minister is still expected to deliver a scholarly yet inspiring sermon to a quiet, seated, and
politely receptive congregation.
The worship service of the emerging church also reflects the values of
scholarship but it seeks to engage not only the minds, but the hearts and bodies of the
people in worship who are rarely passive recipients. Postmoderns consider that finding
absolute Truth (while theoretically being possible) is hindered by our culture, attitude,
and experience; therefore Truth is best sought by engaging with others who are also
earnestly on the search. As a result, worship services are frequently interactive, honoring
the intellect as well as the spirit, and using a variety of different styles of engagement,
rejecting the mind/body split that has long been dear to the mainline church. The worship
leader may be an ordained minister but by no means is that a requirement. Their job is to
facilitate congregational participation utilizing modes of activity that engage the senses
beyond sound and sight.59 Postmodern worship does not try to provide ‘answers’ like
those valued by Modernity. It wants to hold sacred mystery in tender tension with good
scholarship, creating an opportunity for the congregation to wondrously experience the
mystery of God in their lives.
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3. Emerging Churches tend to engage in social activism and see it as a way to
express their aspirations and efforts to be followers of Jesus.
Mission in the modern denominational world is usually a matter of being ‘sent
forth’. Until recent decades, missionaries were sent to non-Western countries to care for
and evangelize people who were seen to be ignorant of Christ and living in want. While
most congregations and their missionaries truly meant well, this still follows the classic
Christendom model of paternalistic colonialistic evangelism. In the Middle Ages this
model resulted in whole new territories paying taxes to Rome. In the Modern Age,
evangelism often resulted in the development of new markets for American business and
the exploitation of the mission regions’ raw materials. Postmodern Christians, however,
generally do not see people of other cultures as “pre-moderns” or “pre-Christians” who
could, with our help, become like average (white) Americans. People of the emerging
church do not deny that good mission work is now being done abroad in areas like water
sourcing, health care, and microeconomics, but work abroad is generally not their focus.
For them, mission work is local—often in the city or area where they live. They are
engaged, compassionate homeowners or renters who often intentionally choose to live in
troubled neighborhoods. They support their local schools and pack lunches for kids who
othewise might not eat over the weekends. They start a coffee shop in a neighborhood
wasteland, fix childrens’ bicycles, and organize fresh food markets. They partner with
environmental and civic groups. For people of the emerging church, mission is about
trying to emulate Christ in the world with respect and compassion, love and sacrifice, in a
way that is authentic and meaningful to them.60
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4. Emerging churches flatten the hierarchy of church structures and see it as a way
to operationalize their belief in the priesthood of all believers.
The organization of Protestant churches has always modeled itself after the
secular world: royal courts, trade guilds, and political systems have all contributed to the
structures of churches. So it was only natural for the denominations to look to modern
business for a model of organization to keep up with the explosion of church growth. A
corporate culture spread quickly throughout the mainline world. People joined a
congregation like they would join a fraternal organization or country club, expecting (and
receiving) benefits for membership. Large congregations were served by a ‘Senior
Pastor’ and several ‘Associate Pastors’ who handled specific areas like Administration,
Christian Education, and Family Ministry; not unlike vice presidents overseeing discrete
corporate divisions. Power was held by pastors and/or church council members: elders
and deacons who decided what was or was not going to happen in the church.
Parliamentary procedures were vigorously employed, often resulting in the stifling of
new ideas and innovation in every area of church life.
People of the postmodern world value relationships more than structures. In a
very real sense, the emerging church embraces Martin Luther’s dream of the priesthood
of all believers. They typically have a shared leadership model and use a form of
consensus in decision-making. Ministry is neither just a board decision nor is ministry
just a pastor’s responsibility, everyone is equipped for ministry. Everyone has different
skills, gifts, and talents which can be used to the glory of God. Furthermore, official
membership rarely even exists. Membership is just not important to emerging churches;
what is important is a commitment to the congregation and service to the community.
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5. Emerging churches exist to help people grow as disciples and see that as a way to
redefine church success.
In the modern church success is measured by ‘ABC’s’. A successful church is one
with large attendance, a handsome building, and plenty of cash. Virtually every church of
Modernity has adopted these corporate metrics (which parallel consumers, property, and
profit) despite a nagging sense that they are anything but Biblical. These blunt measuring
instruments have been the source of both hubris and anxiety to those who pay attention to
such things. Counting the number of seats in the pews effectively amounts to an ecclesial
popularity contest. The success of the annual stewardship campaign dictates the priorities
of the church. The church building is the measure of institutional legitimacy and ideally
reflects the congregation’s proper attitude toward God and the leadership of the church.
It is difficult to avoid the seductive competitive power of the ABC’s, but people
of the emerging church do not generally embrace the merit of large numbers, buildings,
and budgets. In fact, they believe that small is ideal: fifteen or twenty people together can
do great things in Jesus’ name. Since these congregations rarely have a payroll, managing
a budget becomes much less of an issue. Postmodern Christians want to develop
meaningful relationships much more than they want to repair buildings. They believe that
it is one thing to have a building if it makes good ministry more possible; but they know
that, more often than not, buildings are simply money pits that siphon off resources which
could be better spent on service to the world.
There is one other modern metric of church success: survival. When a mainline
church dies, it is an agonizing protracted death, full of blame and self-recrimination.
There are countless loose ends to tie up and resources to dispose of. It is a time of great
sadness and gnashing of teeth for the remnants of the congregation who just happened to
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outlive their friends. There are many stories recounting the death of churches across the
country, all are full of questions and tears. An article about a church closing on the
United Methodist Church website begins,
“Eight people gathered in the basement of the 115-year-old Myrtle Point
United Methodist Church last summer. There was no electricity in the sanctuary.
There was no pastor. The church bell was silent.
Twila Veysey, one of the handful assembled, asked what would happen to
the cross made from the rare myrtlewood tree. Another church member worried
about what would happen to the stained-glass windows. There were decisions to
be made on the pew Bibles, the teddy bear quilt from the nursery, the dinnerware,
the sound system, and the American flag...
An irony of a church closing is that church is the place where people go to
understand and express their grief. When the church itself closes, the people are
bereft. The loss of the church itself is that much more devastating.”61
While modern churches clutch at the ABC’s and try to avoid the D (Death), the
metric of success that matters most to the emerging church is this: “Are people of the
community experiencing the abundant life Jesus promised and are they sharing it with
others?”62 Emergent Christians do not believe that anything, let alone a church, has to last
forever.63 As wonderful and meaningful as a particular gathering of church may be, it
really is acceptable for the life of a congregation to come to an end. Just because
something ends does not mean it was a failure, it simply means that its time was finished,
and our faith assures us that something new is being born.
Emerging churches are not the only ones that can utilize these principles and
practices, they are gifts that the people of emerging churches willingly share. They are
available to any church that is courageous enough to do the work required to be born
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again into ministry to their context. Recognizing the trappings and traps of Modernity and
making decisions to do things differently is not easy work, but it may be necessary if the
mainline denominations want to serve God and humankind into the next century.

Postmodernity and the Mainline Church

The world has changed every bit as much as it did when the Enlightenment
dawned. Much of North America and Western Europe is no longer interested in or able to
operate successfully under the old standards, values, methods, and models of the Modern
Age. In the last fifty years this has become increasingly evident in the struggles and
fortunes of every institution that was formed since the Middle Ages drew to an end—
which is virtually every entity other than the Roman Catholic Church. To people who just
recently noticed that the world has changed it feels like the sudden Oz outcome of a
Kansas tornado, but the shift from Modernity—the acme of Enlightenment—to
Postmodernity is more like a storm tide battering the long-established moorings of
modern government, education, business, medicine, law, journalism, publishing, banking,
and, of course, the Protestant church. The erosion is steadily taking its toll and unless
those institutions undergo major reevaluation and redesign they will simply collapse in on
themselves.
Some observers swear that the Internet is causing the changes that are buffeting
the modern world, but they are wrong. The Web, like the printing press, is not the cause
of the new paradigm, but its tool and transmitter. Here are a few examples. Fifty years
ago, the only way to acquire a college education was to attend a bricks and mortar not-
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for-profit public or private school, preferably for four years in a row. Now the options are
almost endless. Community colleges, for-profit universities, on-line programs, life
experience credits, satellite centers, and hybrid programs of all sorts enable people to get
their bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees over a period of time and in a location
that suits their needs. The publishing industry has been revolutionized by desktop
publishing, download publishing, and electronic reading devices. Medicine is no longer
the unchallenged realm of god-like allopathic doctors as patients now educate themselves
via the Internet and augment their care with a whole variety of alternative health care
options. Banking was once defined by the arrogance of ‘banker’s hours.’ If a customer
could not make it to the bank between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. they were out of luck.
Now there are multiple ways to access the services which once were available only at a
bank building. People bank on line and use ATMs. Cell phone applications send and
receive money. Direct deposit, electronic funds transfer, and companies like Paypal are
ubiquitous. Credit unions make home loans and crowdfunding campaigns (e.g.,
Kickstarter and Indiegogo) provide project and business funding. Some communities
even issue their own currency.64 Not surprisingly, banks have extended their hours.
The response (and the speed of the response) of those institutions to the rising
seas of Postmodernity has varied for several reasons. Higher education was probably the
first to respond to the cultural shift, driven as it is by the demands of their younger and,
therefore, more postmodern clientele. The motivator for change in the business world has
always, of course, been profit, but some businesses are coming to value more than simple
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naked financial gain. Economist Umair Haque declares, “Just as the Enlightenment
culminated in new cornerstones for work, life and place—like free markets, rational
thinking and the scientific method, to name just a few—so today’s economic
enlightenment is culminating in new cornerstones for production, consumption, and
exchange.” 65 He denounces the profit-focused “thin value” of modern capitalism as
artificial, unsustainable, and “socially useless” and applauds the rise of “constructive
capitalism,” citing businesses that have responded to emerging postmodern values by
doing things like creating production processes that reuse and recycle materials,
democratizing decision making, and seeking profits that are meaningful in human terms,
not just financial ones.
Churches of the Protestant mainline are among the slowest of the Enlightenment
institutions to adapt to the new paradigm.66 This is due to several factors, the first being
tradition, which operates on ecclesiastical, liturgical, and contextual levels. Some
denominational churches are restricted to particular polity structures and worship styles,
other churches are limited by the aesthetics of their local community (real or perceived).
The most powerful governor of change in churches, however, is usually revealed only
furtively: money. Churches rely on donations, and if the donors are not kept comfortable,
contributions can suffer. Those forces, together with the aging demographic of churchgoers, render most mainline churches incapable of making any significant changes that
would tempt postmodern passersby to take another look.
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The slowest to respond are the legal system and government. The processes for change in those
systems are even more complicated and glacial.
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There are always exceptions to sweeping statements like these. The most
significant exceptions to mainline doomsday prognostications may be churches in small
towns. A 2007 study of 90,000 churches shows that small town and rural churches of
every variety are doing fine and some may even be growing.67 This is due to the strength
of the relationships and clarity of purpose that are often missing from faltering urban and
suburban churches. Small town and rural churches are gatherings of established
communities; people know each other from both inside and outside of church. The focus
of these congregations is usually unambiguous: the welfare of the community in which
they live. This study also shows that most of the largest churches around the country
(which are rarely mainline) are also holding their own as small groups and house
‘MiniChurches’ create a similar intimacy and accountability.
The study further suggests that small town churches may survive if their
communities remain homogeneous and stable, but the rate of mainline church closures in
cities and suburbs will accelerate over the next forty years as aging church members pass
away. This is particularly true of midsized churches that opened their doors in the
suburban boom years from 1938 to 1967, for in recent years many of those communities
have registered significant population loss and marked demographic change.68 Many
flagship metropolitan ‘First Church’ congregations in larger communities are already
struggling with membership loss; even in small towns those churches are not impervious
to failure. At 170 years old, First United Methodist Church of Aurora, Illinois closed on
June 26, 2011. The pastor stated that after declining from nearly 900 members in the
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1950s, to about 20 members in 2011, maintaining the building was more than the small
number of congregants could afford.69 First Lutheran Church of Hines, Minnesota closed
in October of 2012 after 162 years. A long-time member was quoted as say, “It’s not
growing, we don’t have any little children, (and) we don’t have an organist
anymore…Are we worshiping the church building just because we want to be here?”70
The structure and style of church that attracted people 50 to 500 years ago is
simply no longer meaningful to most people of the generations following the Baby
Boomers, yet members of dying mainline churches seem to be in denial that their
churches are in such deep trouble. After all, worship still happens every Sunday morning.
It may have been years since anyone needed to teach Sunday school or since anyone was
baptized or since a youth group party messed up the kitchen. It may be that many
congregants are pushing seventy or even eighty, and that the number of ladies available
to cook for all the funeral lunches is diminishing, but worship still happens every Sunday
morning, just like it always has. The congregation may have hired a consultant once or
twice in the last thirty years to help them write a vision statement or teach them some
new ways to do stewardship. A couple of go-getters may even have talked the church
council into buying some new hymnbooks. But chances are that the vision statement is
buried in a file somewhere, the stewardship coaching fell quickly by the wayside, and the
new hymnbooks “just don’t have the hymns we like to sing.” It is a mystery to most of
the faithful why young people do not want to come to church anymore because worship
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still happens every Sunday morning just like it always has. At some point, however, it
becomes impossible to deny the reality that is upon them: The church is dying. By then
there is rarely anything that can be done except have a poignant farewell service and a
potluck supper, then turn out the lights and lock the door.
It needs to be said that there is nothing wrong with a church dying. It really may
have run its course, having served God and the community for some 162 years. It really
may have nothing to offer to either anymore. But if it is going to die, let it be a choice,
not a consequence of denial. If a church is going to die, let it die with dignity, let it die
with intention, or perhaps, let it die with the possibility of resurrection.
The mainline denominations are approaching, if not already standing atop an
existential crossroads. They must determine if they want to choose to do things like they
always have and risk becoming a remnant group like the Shakers and Amanians or if they
want to bring their traditions living and breathing into the next century. Church historian
Jaroslav Pelikan famously said, “Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is
the dead faith of the living.” In an interview in 1989 he explained further: “Tradition lives
in conversation with the past, while remembering where we are and when we are and that
it is we who have to decide. Traditionalism supposes that nothing should ever be done for
the first time, so all that is needed to solve any problem is to arrive at the supposedly
unanimous testimony of this homogenized tradition…It’s clear that you can’t freeze the
consensus of a particular moment in history. You are true to the tradition so long as you
look at it honestly and critically. You must never say to any moment, “Now remain. You
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are so beautiful. I don’t want anything ever again to move.”71 Yet it seems that though
that is exactly what many mainline church members have said.

Conclusion

The hegemony of the historically liberal mainline denominations is over. Kansas
has been left behind, there is no going back, but the story is not over for the mainline
churches—after all, resurrection is built into our DNA. The way forward is daunting, and
it involves some very hard work which a lot of churches may be unwilling to do because
it involves coming to grips with their own death. Just as many congregations move
happily from Palm Sunday to Easter, skipping over the death and grief that lies between
the two, many will want the resurrection without the death—but that is just not how it
works. The road to resurrection starts with acknowledging that the denominational
churches are dying. As sad as that can be, it is the only place from which to begin again.
One approach to this process begins with a local denominational judicatory
bringing its perspective, access, and authority to bear on dying church. It should start
before death is inevitable and imminent by helping a church face the reality of its
declining membership in relation to its mission and to the costs of maintaining the church
building and staff. The church should be given two choices: accepting the end of
everything the church has been or challenging themselves with resurrection. Anything
between the two is possible of course, but is rarely a justifiable use of prayer, time, and
resources. If a church opts for death, then a short hospice is in order so that its assets can
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be managed appropriately. If it chooses resurrection, then the members must first commit
to a different kind of death.
If a church chooses resurrection, church members must be willing to abandon all
of the structures and strictures that have nearly throttled all the Holy Spirit life out of the
church. All assumptions and expectations must be put to rest, therefore, all of the things
that a church has always done need to cease. All of them. Customs and mores may seem
to be the things that define a particular congregation, but in reality they are probably the
things that have worked to neutralize the sacred discombobulating work of the Holy
Spirit. If a church really believes it has something to offer to God and their community,
every routine and ritual must be set aside.
Social and structural organizational systems are highly definitive. They identify
who is in charge, who has power, who part of an inside group, and who is not. Because
those who are insiders never get to experience the heart-opening vulnerability of being an
outsider and those who are outsiders are kept at bay and never have a real chance of
finding connecting points, the organizational system of the church has to go. The church
council, committees, deacons, and elders—they all have to be disbanded to make way for
something new. All the committees and ministry groups must be dispensed with. Even
the Bible study, the sewing circle, and the social groups all have to end in order to begin
again. The entire congregation should meet to make decisions, without the use of Roberts
Rules of Order, and listen to each other, talk with each other, explore possibilities,
disagree, find consensus.
Most importantly, worship cannot continue as it always has. Worship, too, has to
be taken apart and put back together, but first, it simply has to stop taking place in the
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sanctuary on Sunday mornings. Since the congregation is much smaller than it was at the
time of construction, it is likely that the building has become cumbersome. The sanctuary
is oversized and as a result it separates and isolates those sitting in their favorite pews.
Gather instead in the library or a children’s Sunday school classroom or the parlor.
Gather in every space in the church building, one week after another. Arrange the seating
so people can see one another and use an ordinary table in place of the official
communion table. Think and talk about how each area frees or constricts the movement
of the Spirit. Contemplate what it is that makes a space really sacred and experience how
God can be worshipped in new and different ways.
Wherever the people gather for worship do not proceed as it has always been
done. Simply light candles, sing a Taizé chorus or something from that unfamiliar new
hymnal, pray, and have communion. No sermon, no Great Prayer of Thanksgiving, no
offering time, no Doxology. A leader, either clergy or laity, should lead a conversation
about the old service. What do people miss? Is it certain hymns? Is it particular words of
a creed or is it liturgical activities like the processional? Is it the words and actions, or is
it the idea—the theology—behind the words and actions? Church members should try
earnestly to get to the heartache of the matter and offer prayers about it. “I just like it” is
never an acceptable reason. Talk with each other, listen to each other. Wait on the Lord.
Congregants should get comfortable with being uncomfortable. It is drastic, but it is the
only way to break all the habits that inhibit a wide-awake resurrection faith and tear down
the barriers that have kept the congregation insulated and insular.
Congregants also need to talk about—and talk with—the people of the
community outside the church doors. How has it changed in the last fifty years? In the
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last ten? Who are the people who live around the church? What could the church really
offer them? Have they tried? If so, how did that work? If not, why not? How would the
church have to change to become a community church again? Are they willing to make
those changes?
Over the course of six months there will be a lot of gnashing of teeth and rending
of garments, and at any point along the way, the church members have the right to stop
and say, “Enough, we’re done” and just shut the process and/or the church down. That is
a legitimate option. But the congregation may well experience an opening of hearts and a
dawning of clarity about what is truly important both to the members of the church and
the community and what kinds of new life the church could experience and share.
When a church finally gets through this process, there is a bit more solid ground
for the faithful to work from. After stripping everything bare, church congregants will not
have to flounder about entirely. Happily, they do not have to invent something from
nothing. They can go back to the roots of their denomination and grow again, not into a
seventeenth century European church but into twenty-first century Portland, Des Moines,
Cape May, or wherever-they-are church.
United Methodist clergyman and church futurist Leonard Sweet offers up a useful
metaphor for us, a metaphor familiar to every computer user: the frozen screen, the
lifeless mouse. When a computer freezes up, it has to be turned off and then on again to
get it going, but sometimes even that fails. Sometimes things are so broken that what a
‘clean reboot’ has to be done. Sweet says that this is where the church is right now.
“Western Christianity has a corrupted hard drive and an alien default operating
system...What the church needs is not a clean slate but a clear and clean reboot.” Lest we
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despair of losing everything in such a sweeping operation, Sweet quickly reminds us
“rebooting is not starting from scratch, but restarting from origins,”72 the unique authentic
persona of a tradition combined with that of a particular church.
After identifying their origins a congregation needs to develop new ways to
express themselves in structure, worship, and mission. This is a process that could be
facilitated by visiting other churches: emergent, denominational, and independent. There
are also a lot of new books that are worth exploring. In The Hyphenateds: How Emerging
Christianity is Retraditioning Mainline Practices, a number of denominationally based
emergence church folks write about how they have been working to shed the deadening
practices of Modernity and “offer a vibrant and contagious vision of the ways in which
mainline communities might faithfully and prophetically incarnate the love of Christ in
the midst of an ever-changing postmodern world.”73 There are many websites and blogs
full of intriguing ideas. Some are listed in Appendix 4.

So is there any hope for the future of the mainline church? My answer to the
question that was posed in the introduction to this thesis is “yes,” but with the
understanding that there is no quick fix or painless solution. Institutions that cling
stubbornly to the values and practices of time long past will inevitably suffer and
collapse. It is not about following fads or fashions; it is about real paradigm change. The
challenges of Postmodernity can only be met with a postmodern response and the church
communities that have emerged in recent years may point the way to new life for the
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historic mainline denominational churches. They are living proof that “whatever state our
churches are in now, we still have this amazing hope: Christ’s birth, life, death, and
resurrection provide us an archetype for change and grounds for belief that God is not
done yet.”74 May it be so.
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APPENDIX 1
Mainline Membership and Loss in 2010
Number of Members in Mainline Churches in 2010

% of Members Lost

Source: National Council of Churches USA, “Trends Continue in Church Membership
Growth or Decline, Reports 2011 Yearbook of American & Canadian Churches,”
February 14, 2011, http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html
(accessed November 18, 2011).
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APPENDIX 2
Trends in Religious Affiliation, 2007-2012

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

%

%

%

%

%

%

Christian

78

77

77

76

75

73

-5

Protestant

53

52

51

51

50

48

-5

White evang.

21

19

20

19

18

19

-2

White mainline

18

18

17

17

17

15

-3

Black Protestant

8

8

9

9

9

8

--

Other minority
Prot.

6

6

6

6

6

6

--

Catholic

23

22

23

23

23

22

-1

Mormon

2

2

2

2

2

2

--

Orthodox

1

1

1

1

1

1

--

Other faith

4

5

5

5

5

6

+2

Unaffiliated

15.3

16.0

16.8

17.4

18.6

19.6

+4.3

Atheist

1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

2.2

2.4

+0.8

Agnostic

2.1

2.3

2.6

2.6

3.0

3.3

+1.2

Nothing in
particular

11.6

11.9

12.4

12.9

13.4

13.9

+2.3

2

2

2

2

1

2

--

100

100

100

100

100

100

9,443

29,035

22,159

24,764

19,377

17,010

Don’t know

N

07-12
Change

Source: Aggregated data from surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center for the
People & the Press, 2007-2012. In the change column, figures that are statistically
significant are shown in bold. Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding.
Question wording: What is your present religion, if any? Are you Protestant, Roman
Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim,
Buddhist, Hindu, atheist, agnostic, something else, or nothing in particular?
Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, “Nones” on the Rise, October
9, 2012, http://www.pewforum.org/uploadedFiles/Topics/Religious_Affiliation
/Unaffiliated/NonesOnTheRise-full.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012).
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APPENDIX 3
Major Worldview Shifts

Ancient World
2500 BCE–500 BCE

Medieval World
500 BCE–1500 CE

Modern World
1500 CE–1900 CE

Postmodern World
1900 CE 

Epistemology

Regional
worldview.
Knowledge was
tribal. Deities were
considered
regional and
territorial.

Church-centered
worldview.
The Church
managed
explanations for
all questions:
Biblical, cultural,
and natural.

Intellectual
worldview.
The Enlightenment
shifts epistemology to
a trust in humanity’s
ability to discover
truth. Metanarratives
of expressible
universal knowledge
are sought.

Self-determined
pluralistic view of
culture and
religion.
Conflicting truths
and beliefs are
accepted.

Understanding

Power and faith
were in the kings,
empires, and local
deities.

Power and faith
were in the
Church

Power and faith were
in human reasoning,
science, and logic,
which also helped
explain and interpret
God

Power and faith is
in personal
experience.

Authority

Authority was in
the revelation
given through the
oracles, poets,
kings, and
prophets.

Authority was in
the Bible and in
the Church which
held access to it
and interpreted it
to the people.

Authority was in
reason, science, and
logic.
For Christians it was
in the ‘reasonable’
interpretation of the
Bible which was now
accessible to all.

Suspicion of all
authority.
The Bible is open
to individual
interpretation and
is but one of many
religious writings.

Communication

Oral
communication
and limited local
historical records

Oral
Invention of the
communication
printing press
and handwritten
enables broad
communiqués and
communication and
manuscripts for
literacy of the masses.
the literate elite.

The Internet
enables instant
multi-dimensional
global
communication.

Theme

“I believe in order
“What is man that
that I may
You are mindful
understand.”
of him?”
–Anselm
–Psalm 8:4
(1033-1099)

“Knowledge is
power.”
–Francis Bacon
“I think, therefore I
am.”
–Rene Descartes
(1595-1650)

“We hunger for
imagination and
faith, meaning and
mystery, not just
information.”
–Susan Leo

Source: Adapted from The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations
by Dan Kimball, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 44.

SECTION 4: ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION

This dissertation has two concerns. The first is that the historically liberal
mainline denominations of the United States are dying. The decline that began back in
the mid-1960s is accelerating and no one has told the congregations exactly why that is
so. Instead, ‘church experts’ have decided that the problems lie in each church
individually and swear that if members would just fix some problem, all would be well.
But the mainline decline is not due so much to the issues in an individual church as it is
to the cultural shift that is affecting virtually every institution of our day. The Modern
Age, which saw the birth, rise, and flourishing of the mainline denominations has been
ebbing away for more than fifty years and a new era has been seeping in, currently being
called Postmodernity. This new age has no patience for the glorious modern
metanarrative of “Man’s search for Truth” in favor of a view of culture and religion in
which conflicting truths and beliefs are accepted. Modernity gave authority to objective
reason, science, and logic, but postmoderns dismiss objectivity as a myth and are
suspicion of all authority. There are more changes in these cultural tides, but these two
alone are enough to derail the mainline church’s position in society.
The other concern that drives this dissertation is the increasing number of
wonderful people who claim no affiliation with any religious group. These “Nones” are
many of the people who are dedicated to improving every aspect of community life—
activities that Jesus and prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures declared to be what God
expects of us. In my ministry I found the Nones to be very interested in God, Jesus, and
spirituality, but the churches they had encountered left them absolutely cold. While some
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Nones enjoy prescribed liturgy, many more are put off by the formality, the music, and
the lack of opportunity to interact with others, among other things.
I believe that the mainline denominations have a lot to offer the Nones if they can
come to grips with the reality of Postmodernity and abandon trying to make superficial
change and begin to fundamentally recreate themselves for ministry in this new era. In
the artifact (a book) I draw parallels between the Modern Age and the rise of the
Protestant church in general and the mainline denominations in particular. I then describe
the changes wrought by Postmodernity and explain the impact they are having on modern
institutions of every kind.
I suggest that mainline churches can become vibrant relevant churches again by
following the way of the truly postmodern expression of Christianity, known as the
emerging church. These networks of Christians, mostly (but not exclusively) young,
smart, enthusiastic, socially and politically progressive people, have come together
without the help of formal church planters in order to support one another as they simply
try to follow Jesus. I have identified five principles and practices of emerging churches
and believe they can be a solid foundation for recreating our churches. I describe some of
the ways that I have adapted liturgical practices for the emerging church I helped found
and led and I propose a model for a postmodern denominational church that can offer a
welcoming and sustaining Christian home for progressives of all ages.
I am a white, middle-aged woman, raised in the Midwest and brought up in the
Presbyterian Church (USA). I graduated from San Francisco Theological Seminary, a
seminary of the PC(USA). I founded Bridgeport Community Church in 1998, together
with a dozen other women. Bridgeport eventually became part of the United Church of
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Christ, and I was ordained in that denomination. I retired from Bridgeport in 2011 and it
continues to this day. I have lived in Portland, Oregon, a truly postmodern city, for more
than forty years. I make no pretense of studying the future of global Christianity; but
focus on the historically liberal mainline denominations, which make up the core of what
Phyllis Tickle describes as westernized and Latinized Christianity.

SECTION 5: ARTIFACT SPECIFICATION
Rev. Susan Leo
3401 SE 36th Ave.
Portland, OR 97202
TRevLeo@gmail.com
December 16, 2012
Publishing House
Greetings!
There are two subjects that seem to catch the eye of religion editors all over the country:
the decline of the historically liberal mainline denominations and the rise of the number
of people who check “None of the above” on religious inquiry forms. I am currently at
work on a book titled No Longer in Kansas: The Mainline Church in the Postmodern Age
which builds a bridge between the young, spiritually hungry “Nones” and the aging
congregations of the mainline, in the hope of bringing new life to them both, using the
third most intriguing religious subject of the day: emergence Christianity.
No Longer in Kansas explores the history of the Protestant church as it parallels the
Modern Age. It describes the toll that Postmodernity is taking on the denominational
churches with the goal of helping members understand the implications of the new
paradigm in which we live so they can do more than watch their church die—they can opt
for its resurrection. I introduce the principles and practices of emerging churches and
suggest ways that the mainline can use those to adapt to the postmodern, postChristendom culture and become a spiritual home for the citizens of this new age.
We all know that most well educated, politically and socially progressive adults in the US
would rather do anything on Sunday but go to church. Church is either a tedious
experience of irrelevant tradition or it’s a gathering of political conservatives singing
‘happy-clappy’ Jesus music. Yet these are the people who strive to protect the vulnerable,
promote social justice, defend the environment, and improve every aspect of community
life—activities that Jesus and prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures declared to be what God
expects of us. Some of these folks have come to realize they cannot keep doing the work
they love without being grounded in faith and connected to a community, but have only
found churches that bore or affront them. They would like a church that shares their
values, with a worship style that is engaging, inspiring, and authentic—a combination
that proves incredibly hard to find. No Longer in Kansas provides a guide to creating and
re-recreating churches that can connect with them and bring the mainline into a new day.
After graduating from a Presbyterian seminary, I founded a church that now is part of the
United Church of Christ, the denomination in which I was later ordained. That emerging
church gives me fresh perspective on and modest hope for the mainline church.
I know you receive dozens of proposals each week, so I hope this project intrigues you!
May I send you a copy of the proposal? Thank you so much for your time and
consideration. I look forward to hearing from you.
Sincerely,
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BOOK PROPOSAL—NONFICTION
Title: No Longer in Kansas: The Mainline Church in the Postmodern Age
Author:

Rev. Susan Leo
3401 SE 36th Ave.
Portland, OR 97202
TRevLeo@gmail.com

Overview: The historically liberal mainline denominations of the United States were
born in the Enlightenment and flourished in the Modern Age, but like all institutions of
that age, they are now floundering and failing. If they come to grips with the reality of
Postmodernity and abandon superficial change in order to fundamentally recreate
themselves for this new era they can become an authentic, inspiring, and engaging church
home to the growing numbers of spiritually hungry socially and politically progressive
“Nones” who have been alienated from Christianity. The principles and practices of the
emerging church movement are the key to this transformation.
Purpose:
•

To help denominational church leaders recognize the massive cultural changes
they have experienced over the last 50 years so they can understand why their
churches are in decline.

•

To offer ways to create (or recreate) a church that will engage, sustain, and inspire
progressive Christians in this postmodern world using the values of the emerging
church movement as a guide.

Promotion and Marketing:
•

Author is researching opportunities with the Center for Progressive Renewal, an
arm of the United Church of Christ; 1,001 New Worshiping Communities of the
Presbyterian Church (USA); and “Path 1” of the United Methodist Church which
hopes to start 650 churches by 2012.
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•

Alban Institute and Pilgrim Press are among the publishers who explore new ways
of reviving church life. Using a traditional mainline publisher will make the
material more accessible for the target readers.

•

Advertising in Christian Century and denominational publications.

•

Denominational and emerging church social networking sites

•

A website and blog, Facebook, Twitter and other social networking

•

Reviews and blog mentions through Speakeasy (http://thespeakeasy.info/)

•

The Wild Goose Festival and other similar physical gatherings

•

Personal church affiliations

Competition: There have been many books published in recent years about the emerging
church and Postmodernity, but only a few that address the subject regarding the mainline
churches.
•

Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual
Awakening by Diana Butler Bass, HarperOne, 2012. Bass argues that we are in
the midst of a new spiritual awakening that involves individual and cultural
transformation across every faith, which may lead to an entirely new kind of postreligious faith.

•

Toward a Hopeful Future: Why the Emergent Church Is Good News for Mainline
Congregations by Phil Snider and Emily Bowen, Pilgrim Press, 2010. Snider
explains the emerging church movement to the mainline church and Bowen
contributes emergent-style liturgical models for worship.

•

The Practicing Congregation: Imagining a New Old Church by Diana Butler
Bass. The Alban Institute, 2004. Bass asserts that by re-appropriating traditional
Christian practices the mainline can have a new lease on life.
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•

Mainline Manifesto: The Inevitable New Church by Charles Denison. Chalice
Press, 2005. Denison provides an analysis of what is wrong with the mainline
church and outlines how to fix it by emphasizing a new sense of mission.

Uniqueness: In a pastoral but unvarnished tone, No Longer in Kansas asserts that the
shift from Modernity to Postmodernity is at the root of the decline of the mainline
denominations. It provides the historic links needed for church leaders to make the
connections and to understand what lies ahead for mainline churches, should they choose
to do something beyond rearranging the deck chairs on the sinking denominational ship.
It is written by a pastor of an emerging church with a love/hate thing for the mainline.
Endorsements: I am hopeful that my book will receive positive endorsements from
Diana Butler Bass, Leonard Sweet, Phil Snider, Doug Pagitt, Brian McLaren, and other
individuals who are church historians and scholars and emerging church leaders.
Book Format (non-fiction):
•

Chapter One: What’s Going on Anyway?
I describe the collision that the historically liberal mainline denominational
churches is having with Postmodernity and I challenge the mainline church to
acknowledge the radical cultural shifts that are taking place and adapt to them or
face irrelevance and extinction.

•

Chapter Two: From Jesus Followers to Building Custodians
I trace the way that churches have come into being and how their context has
influenced their structure and worship to show that the story of the Christian
church is one of contextual adaptation and resistance within a larger story of birth,
death, and occasionally, resurrection.
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•

Chapter Three: The Modern Age and the Protestant Church
I parallel the major events of the Modern Age with the expansion of the Protestant
church in the western world with an eye to the themes of authority and agency.

•

Chapter Four: Postmodernity and the Church
I describe how we gradually moved out of the Modern Age into Postmodernity
and the effect that has had on the Protestant church in general and the mainline
denominations in particular. I explain the principles and practices of the emerging
church and claim that it may be possible for mainline Christianity to find new life
if the strands can somehow find their unique, authentic voices.

•

Chapter 5: Getting to Resurrection
The mainline denominations are dying, but the road to resurrection starts there.
The guiding principles and practices of emerging churches offer guidance to
throw off the staid traditionalism that has bound them.

•

Chapter 6: A Postmodern Mainline Model
I offer examples of how a church can reshape its structure, liturgy, and program to
retain the value and intent at the heart of the tradition while becoming more
meaningful and accessible to the people of the 21st century.

Intended Readers:
•

The primary audience will be the well-educated mainline lay leaders and clergy
who recognize that the world has somehow changed and want to understand what
that means for their church and what they can do to not only save the church but
also serve postmodern people who are searching for an authentic and personal
faith home.
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•

The secondary audience will include working pastors and laity who are aware that
the historic Protestant American paradigm is changing significantly but who may
not have the vocabulary to know what Postmodernity means for the church world
at this time, let alone where it may lead us in the coming decades. These are
people who want to serve Christ and the world and are interested in what it would
take to create and recreate a church for the postmodern world.

Manuscript: The manuscript is in process, with a good draft of the first five chapters
completed. I anticipate that the manuscript will be ready by June of 2013. I estimate the
book’s word-count to be about 25,000.
Author Bio: I was raised in the Presbyterian Church (USA) and graduated from the
College of Wooster, a Presbyterian college in Ohio. I abandoned the church entirely in
the 1960’s and spent decades wondering why church had to be so boring and irrelevant
while Jesus was anything but. I had my ‘come-to-Jesus’ moment in 1988 on the streets of
Managua, Nicaragua, and entered seminary a year later. I graduated from San Francisco
Theological Seminary; then in 1998 I gathered a dozen people and together we started
Bridgeport Community Church. As the founding pastor of an emerging church that is
now part of the United Church of Christ (UCC), I have a new perspective on the crisis
that most of the mainline is hoping to ignore. I served Bridgeport until July of 2011.
Currently I am pursuing my D.Min. at George Fox University. I have had a long and
happy relationship with public speaking and am adept at all forms of social media. I live
in Portland, Oregon, with my partner of 17 years and Mazy, a very spotty dog.
Publishing Credits: Go Forth and Knock, the e. word vol. 1 /no. 1.4, The United
Church of Christ, 2001. http://www.ucc.org/evangelism/e-word/4GoForthAndKnock.pdf
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POSTSCRIPT

The doctoral program of George Fox Evangelical Seminary has offered me
exactly the kind of program I had wanted and this dissertation project has produced
(almost) exactly what I had hoped. Hindsight is always way more accurate than anxious
anticipation and as I sit here now with the dissertation complete, I see how all the steps in
the process worked together to create a solid (maybe even good) outcome. But honestly,
that was often not clear to me at the time, probably because I was operating in a day-today, week-to-week, term-to-term fashion—the only way I could have survived the stress
of work and going to school.
I appreciate now the exercises that my cohort and I repeated every term which
compelled me to clarify my questions and narrow my area of study. It is rather a relief to
see that the questions I had at the beginning of the program were good ones. I started this
program wanting to know what in the world was going on to cause Bridgeport to emerge
from the progressive mainline milieu of Portland, Oregon in the same way that other not
terribly dissimilar congregations were emerging from more conservative evangelical
soils. Through the leadership of Len Sweet and the guidance of the Holy Spirit, I was
able to pick my way through the early confusion and find a path that was remarkably
dependable. Naturally, my questions grew and changed over time, but I experienced no
bucking bronco of a topic. While sometimes the dissertation project felt like a dense
thicket, mostly it felt like a river that pulled me along of its own power. I just did my
work and hung on. Loren Kerns and Cliff Berger have provided comfort, guidance and
encouragement whenever I needed it. Steve Delamarter, my faithful adviser, has given
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me substantial gifts of his time and wisdom and more than once has led me off the ledge
and back to the work I had set out at the beginning of the term.
It was a great blessing when I was able to retire from Bridgeport UCC, the church
I founded and served for fourteen years, in order to spend eight solid months preparing
for and writing the dissertation. I was given the opportunity to read most of the books I
had assembled over the two years of classroom work and was able to use the papers I had
written as a foundation for the dissertation itself, which was my intention from the
beginning of the project. The creation of the artifact came more slowly. I had a dickens of
a time moving from the academic voice to the pastoral voice I wanted to take in the
artifact, but eventually, I think it came together well and will be of use to others.
I pursued this line of questions because first, I knew that my congregation and I
had created something very special at Bridgeport, but I did not know what it was really
all about. And second, I figured that if I, a well-educated mainline minister, did not know
what Postmodernity was, let alone how it was affecting the culture in general and the
mainline church in particular, then it was incumbent to share what I learned with my
colleagues.
My studies and the dissertation project have given me some answers, but I have
more questions I want to explore and more work I want to do on this project. I want to get
to work on the last chapter in which I parse out all the things we did differently at
Bridgeport, because everything we did was intentional. From the arrangement of seating
and the order of worship to the songs we sang and the grape juice we made for the Joyful
Feast of the People of God we made decisions about what we were going to do and why,
at least from our perspective. Looking back on things, God would frequently have other
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plans which we could see until after the fact. Intentionality combined with a profound
openness to the Holy Spirit took us in some amazing directions. I look forward to getting
down in print those practices and gifts.
Our postmodern world is a challenge. The landmarks that many of us middle-aged
Baby Boomers grew up with are still around, but they don’t always signify what they
used to. That means people get lost. They get going in one direction and then get pointed
to another, only to find out there is no there there anymore. A lot of us Boomers get
distressed by this, but many people under forty are nonplussed: Getting random
directions is just part of postmodern life. The mainline denominations are not just lost,
they are consternated that they are no longer the landmarks and the guideposts they
themselves used to be. It is my prayer that the people of the mainline find their way to
being more at ease in this new Oz in which we live in so that they can continue to offer
their unique gifts to a very hungry world.
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INTRODUCTION

The Wizard of Oz depicts the story of a country girl from Kansas who is whisked
away by a tornado and deposited in a strange new world. The 1939 film version of
Dorothy’s adventure in Oz has become a unique American metaphor for fear, loss,
alienation, change, and hope. “We’re not in Kansas anymore” is code for when the world
suddenly stops looking familiar. “There’s no place like home” expresses longing to return
to the safety and comfort of the good old days. “Lions, and tigers, and bears! Oh, my!”
connotes the fear of life-threatening peril ahead. These movie lines find their way into all
kinds of anxious conversations in the U.S., maybe even more often than scripture,
offering both encouragement and much-needed comic relief to those who find their safe
haven to be suddenly far, far away.
In a very real sense, the mainline Protestant church in America is living its own
version of The Wizard of Oz. Over the last half-century or so, American culture has been
swept up in a twister of historic proportions. It has changed so dramatically that the
ground the denominations trod upon for centuries has been torn away. Although things
still sort of look of familiar, it is becoming clear that we are definitely not in Kansas
anymore, and, more significantly, this is not a collective dream (or nightmare) from
which will just wake. The world really has changed and there is no going back.
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Philadelphia was founded in 1682 by the statesman and Quaker convert
William Penn to serve as the capital of a territory that was created with the mandate to
be a safe haven for the religiously oppressed people of Europe. The City of Brotherly
Love quickly grew to be the largest city and busiest port of the original thirteen
American colonies. It was a meeting place for the cabal of traders, landowners, and
military men who would become known as our nation’s Founding Fathers and it
offered a hospitable welcome to growing numbers of Presbyterians, Episcopalians,
Baptists, and assorted German religious factions. Even Roman Catholics were in the
mix, as were slaves and freedmen who together established the first black
denomination in the colonies, the African Methodist Episcopal church. Church
historian Sydney Ahlstrom noted that as “the chief residence of Benjamin Franklin,
the seat of the American Philosophical Society, and the birthplace of both the
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, Philadelphia served as a symbol of
the Enlightenment’s vast contribution to American religion.”
In the late 1800s, the Pennsylvania Railroad began to build a series of stations
along the line of tracks heading northwest from the heart of Philadelphia. In order to
promote the development of towns on the land owned by the railroad, the company
touted the health benefits of country living to Philadelphia’s social and political elite.
Before long, the Pennsylvania Railroad Main Line became Philadelphia’s most
desirable real estate. As wealthy Protestants moved to the fashionable railway towns,
their Presbyterian, Congregational, Episcopal, Methodist, Baptist, and Lutheran
churches followed and thrived, providing a handy identity to their collective
denominations which came to be known as ‘mainline churches.’
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The mainline denominations were once great and influential organizations. They
were the closest thing to establishment churches in the United States, claiming the
membership of many of the most wealthy and influential families in the country. Their
presence in the pews signaled a church’s social and political power every bit as much as
it did a family’s religious ideology, for, at one time, being a Presbyterian or an
Episcopalian was an identity passed from generation to generation, representing real
theological ideas one believed in and liturgical and missional practices one adhered to.
That is certainly not the case anymore. Those ideas and practices have lost traction with
the children and grandchildren of the scions of the denominations who have left their
family heritage churches in droves. The once mighty mainline has drifted to the sideline.
We all know the bad news, either by the reading the newspaper or by counting the
increasing number of grey heads in the pews and the decreasing number of children in
Sunday school. To put some real figures to it, 1965 was the high-water mark for the
mainline denominations. By 1990 the proportion of mainline church members in America
hit their twentieth-century low: the denominations had lost almost a third of the
membership they claimed in the mid-60s. In the 1990s some 3,200 churches closed each
year; in the last decade, that rate increased to about 3,700 annually,1 most from mainline
denominations.2 The 2007 U.S. Religious Landscape Survey found that while more than
three-quarters of all American adults described themselves as Christian, barely 18% were

1

David T. Olson, The American Church in Crisis: Groundbreaking Research Based on a National
Database of over 200,000 Churches ( Grand Rapids, MIZondervan, 2008). 29-43.
2

Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites
Us (New York: Simon and Schuster: 2010), 105; National Council of Churches USA, “Trends Continue in
Church Membership Growth or Decline, Reports 2011 Yearbook of American & Canadian Churches”
(February 14, 2011), http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html (accessed November 18,
2011).
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members of mainline churches.3 By 2012, that number had fallen to 15%. (See Appendix
1) Any doubt about the decrease in influence of mainline Protestantism is sharply
rebuked by the lack of any Protestants, mainline or evangelical, on the current U.S.
Supreme Court and a 2012 Republican presidential ticket in which neither the candidate
for the President nor Vice-President was Protestant.
In a related religious development, more and more people are refusing to claim
any sort of religious affiliation at all. “‘Nones’ on the Rise”, a 2012 study by the Pew
Forum on Religion and Public Life,4 reveals that there are now 33 million people who
claim ‘None of the above’ status on religious inquiry forms. That amounts to 20% of all
Americans and a full third of adults under 30 years of age—an increase of 5% in just the
last five years. (See Appendix 2) Yet despite ‘Nones’ being much more likely than the
general public to say that churches and other religious organizations are too involved in
politics, too focused on rules, and too concerned with power and money, the Pew Forum
reports that a majority of them still believe that religion can be a force for good in
society. Slightly more than 75% of the ‘Nones’ think religious organizations bring people
together, help strengthen community bonds, and play an important role in helping the
poor and needy, but, sadly, just 10% of them say they are looking to find a church,
synagogue, or other spiritual home. And here’s the punch line: Many of the ‘Nones’ used
to belong to the mainline.

3

The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey” (February,
2008), Pew Research Center, http://religions.pewforum.org/reports (accessed October 28, 2012).
4

The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “‘Nones’ on the Rise” (October 9, 2012), Pew
Research Center, http://www.pewforum.org/unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx (accessed October 9,
2012).
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In American Grace, a wide-ranging study of American religious life, Robert
Putnam and David Campbell found that over 60% of people raised in mainline churches
have essentially left their traditions; in fact, for many reasons, an astonishing number
have become ‘Nones’. Add to this the growing numbers of politically and socially liberal
adults who were raised as evangelical Christians and who are now casting about, no
longer feeling at home in their parents’ churches, and the conundrum is obvious: at least
two generations of spiritual exiles are wandering this country with no faith home in sight
while the mainline denominations are dying. People who in previous decades would have
been attracted to the historically liberal mainline churches are instead, members of what
Bishop Jack Spong calls “The Church Alumni Society.” How can this be? What brought
us here? Is there a way forward for the mainline denominations or have they become
irrelevant? Is it possible that the mainline churches will ever be able to offer the love of
God to those who have left their church homes behind? Is it possible that the mainline
churches will ever be able to speak to ‘Nones’ in a way that they can hear?
In order to grasp what is happening in the present, it helps to have a clear view of
the past. While many of us know at least something about our own denominational
history, we need to take a longer look at our churches from a somewhat different
perspective so that we might appreciate the dynamics that beset us now, and, with
humility and hope, set our sights on the future. Over the course of these pages, I will try
to explain to my brothers and sisters of the mainline church that our world doesn’t just
seem to have changed, it really has changed, and it is essential to understand both how
and why it has done so.
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I offer three overlapping historical arcs in pursuit of that understanding. The first
arc illustrates that every church, from the very first ecclesia of Jerusalem to a church
currently emerging in the US, is the product of the cultural, social, political, and
economic context in which it is established. That context inevitably changes over time.
When that happens, either the church must change with it or it will die. The second arc
explores how the Protestant church as a whole is rooted in and is the product of the
Modern Age, which found its identity in the Enlightenment. This historical context is the
reason why the mainline is so committed to structure, reason, and a notoriously cerebral
expression of faith. The third arc of history that I offer traces the indelible connections
between the mainline denominations of the US and American industrial modernity, which
has shaped our structure, polity, and practices in ways that we rarely even notice.
All this is important because over the last fifty years the Modern Era has been
shuddering to a close, replaced by what seems to many in our country to be a confusing
Oz-like world, known vaguely as Postmodernity. As we come to understand the
relationship the mainline denominational churches have had with Modernity, we can
begin to understand Postmodernity and how it is affecting our churches and us. We may
even find ways to navigate in this new age, or at least make our peace with it before our
churches disappear into the tornado of time.

CHAPTER 1:
WHAT’S GOING ON ANYWAY?

There are numerous ways to break history into pieces, but in its most basic form,
the Western world has seen three major periods: Antiquity (3000 BCE–500 CE), the
Middle Ages (500–1500), and the Modern Era (1500-1960). Historians of every field
have broken these eras down into dozens of others, but as the big picture, this model
holds up well.
These major periods are defined by a number of cultural commonalities. For
instance, in ancient days, knowledge was based in the tribal experience. In the Middle
Ages the Church provided explanations for everything, but the Modern Era shifted
epistemology from the Church to the individual’s ability to discover truth. In terms of
authority, monarchs, prophets, and oracles held highest place in Antiquity, but that
authority gave way to the Bible and to the Church which held access to it and interpreted
it to the people. By the Modern Era, reason, science, and logic became the new authority.
Communication is another epochal binding device. Oral communication was the core of
both Antiquity and the Middle Ages, but while written communication was extremely
limited and usually of a governmental nature in the former, a broader ruling elite became
literate in the Middle Ages, resulting in thousands of handwritten personal communiqués
as well as manuscripts. That changed as the printing press anchored and propelled the
Modern Era. (A summary diagram of these major shifts in worldview is available in
Appendix 3.)
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The shift from one period to the next is gradual, but within a hundred years or so,
the prevailing cultural paradigm becomes notably different from the last. Philosophers,
artists, and poets are the first to sense the change of cultural tides, the rest of us may
recognize the shift eventually—but usually only after an awkward bump, stumble, and
splash into the new reality. But others of us never understand why things no longer make
sense, and why it seems that so many people no longer value the things of the past.
The disorienting lurch into Postmodernity that we are now
experiencing is just the latest metamorphosis in the continuing

“We’re not in
Kansas anymore”

evolution of human thought and culture, including how we in the
West perceive and think about God, the world, and our agency in it. While the change is
happening globally, it is now most obvious in westernized and Latinized Christian
cultures which Phyllis Tickle describes as “those cultures and parts of the world that
received their Christianity through the Latin language or were colonized by those who
had so received or were colonized by them.”1
One of the ways that change is manifesting is in the way that the United States has
gone from being a country that held church membership and participation as an intrinsic
value to being a society that is remarkably unchurched, but this shift is not simply about a
change in America’s church-going habits so much as it reflects a wholesale
transformation of the ways that Americans are relating to the institutions, real and
conceptual, which have been part and parcel of the country since its inception. In a very
real way, the modern world is crumbling—and Christendom, the way Western culture has
held Christianity as the foundation of society—is collapsing with it.

1

Phyllis Tickle, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2012), 21.
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The evidence is all around us. Church, education, publishing, business,
journalism, banking, and medicine: all of the institutions that came into being at the dawn
of the Enlightenment are being battered by the inescapable storm of Postmodernity. Even
such sacrosanct social institutions as marriage and family have fundamentally changed in
the last 50 years. For instance, people are now waiting longer to get married, fewer
people are actually making that commitment, and almost half of the marriages there are
end in divorce. Even more notably, a Gallup poll reported that as of December 2012, 53%
of the country supported marriage equality for same-sex couples.
Some observers swear that the Internet is causing the changes that are buffeting
the modern world, but they are wrong. The Web, like the printing press, is not the cause
of the new paradigm, but its tool and transmitter. Let me give you a few examples. Fifty
years ago, the only way to acquire a college education was to attend a bricks and mortar
not-for-profit public or private school, preferably for four years in a row. Now the options
are almost endless. Community colleges, for-profit universities, on-line programs, life
experience credits, satellite centers, and hybrid programs of all sorts enable people to get
their bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees over a period of time and in a location
that suits their needs. The publishing industry has been revolutionized by desktop
publishing, download publishing, and electronic reading devices. Medicine is no longer
the unchallenged realm of god-like allopathic doctors as patients now educate themselves
via the Internet and augment their care with a whole variety of alternative health care
options. Banking was once defined by the arrogance of ‘banker’s hours’. If a customer
could not make it to the bank between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. they were out of luck.
Now there are multiple ways to access the services which once were available only at a
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bank building. People bank on line and use ATMs. Cell phone applications send and
receive money. Direct deposit, electronic funds transfer, and companies like PayPal are
ubiquitous. Credit unions make home loans and crowd funding campaigns through
Kickstarter and Indiegogo provide project and business funding. Some communities even
issue their own currency. Not surprisingly, banks have extended their hours.
The response (and the speed of the response) of those institutions to the rising
seas of Postmodernity has varied for several reasons. Higher education was probably the
first to respond to the cultural shift, driven as it is by the demands of their younger and,
therefore, more postmodern clientele. The motivator for change in the business world has
always, of course, been profit, but some businesses are coming to value more than simple
naked financial gain. Economist Umair Haque declares, “Just as the Enlightenment
culminated in new cornerstones for work, life and place—like free markets, rational
thinking and the scientific method, to name just a few—so today’s economic
enlightenment is culminating in new cornerstones for production, consumption, and
exchange.” 2 He denounces the profit-focused “thin value” of modern capitalism as
artificial, unsustainable, and “socially useless” and applauds the rise of “constructive
capitalism,” citing businesses that have responded to emerging postmodern values by
doing things like creating production processes that reuse and recycle materials,
democratizing decision making, and seeking profits that are meaningful in human terms,
not just financial ones.

2

Umair Haque, The New Capitalist Manifesto (Boston: Harvard Business Review Press, 2011), 3.
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Churches of the Protestant mainline are among the slowest of the Enlightenment
institutions to adapt to the new paradigm.3 This is due to several factors, the first being
tradition, which operates on ecclesiastical, liturgical, and contextual levels. Some
denominational churches are restricted to particular polity structures and worship styles,
other churches are limited by the aesthetics of their local community (real or perceived).
The most powerful governor of change in churches, however, is usually revealed only
furtively: money. Churches rely on donations, and if the donors are not kept happy and
comfortable, contributions can suffer. Those forces, together with the aging demographic
of churchgoers, render most of our mainline churches incapable of making any changes
significant enough to tempt postmodern passersby to take another look.
While the scientific, social, and political changes that occurred in the 400 years
following the start of the Reformation would boggle the minds of Martin Luther and John
Calvin, the advancements of the last hundred years have transformed the world almost
beyond their recognition. Automobiles and airplanes, MRIs and DNA mapping, racial
and gender equality, factories and fission, sports and styles, Google Earth and Mars
exploration: all the ordinary wonders of our lives have fundamentally altered the way that
human beings of half a millennium ago understood the world and related to one another,
the planet, and to God. So before mainline churches waste any more time and resources
on superficial problem-solving, we must understand what has happened and accept that
the good old ‘Kansas’ days of modern mainline Protestant cultural dominance are gone
for good. We must acknowledge the radical cultural shifts that are taking place and adapt

3

The slowest to respond are the legal system and government. The processes for change in those
systems are even more complicated and glacial.
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to them or face irrelevance and extinction—a fate already suffered by countless
Protestant churches throughout Europe.
For more than fifty years secular
sociologists and church experts have looked
into every aspect of modern American
society and church life to make their case for
the cause of the mainline decline and the
‘Nones’ lack of interest. Some pundits say
that the denominations have suffered
because the conservative views of James
Dobson, Pat Robertson, the late Jerry
Falwell, and others are perceived to be the
only true Christian view. Some daring souls
declare that the emperor has no clothes and
younger people are just not interested in the

In the boom days of religious
revival which began during World
War II, churches were attended
quite well by religious seekers. It
was popular to go to church.
People were afraid and sought
security and help at the church.
…The scrutinizing churchman is
able to detect today a trend of
dwindling loyalty to the church. It
is more difficult to get people to
attend than it was in the late 40s
and early 50s. A mood of
individualism and semi-group
activity is increasingly apparent in
many communities. People want to
do what they want to do with
whom they like, which generally
includes their own congenial clique
of friends, with priority on
recreational activity.
—The Rev. James L. Christensen,
How to Increase Church
Attendance, 1961

mainline churches because they are too old-fashioned and boring. Some critics hold that
mainline churches are failing because they care too much about social justice and not
enough about doctrine. Others claim that since the 1970s, most mainline churches have
chosen to remain silent on social, economic, and environmental issues rather than risk
alienating the wealthy older, more conservative church members, which has caused
younger and more liberal members to leave the churches in disgust. Still other observers
place the blame for the demise of the mainline on everything from aging ministers to
declining birthrates, increased population mobility, and more.
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Attempts to restore the vitality and influence of our churches have employed
armies of church experts and consultants over the years who until recently touted a wide
variety of ‘Church Growth’ plans, offering step-by-step solutions to any and every issue
they have identified as the reason behind a church’s decline. But in the face of
unremitting membership decline these good folks have turned now to promoting
‘Congregational Renewal’. They offer “10 Building Blocks,” or “7 Secrets,” or “AnyNumber-of Steps” to fix the problem, with a vague promise that, if faithfully executed,
people will flock happily back to church. But the challenges of the present and questions
about future of the historically liberal mainline churches defy piecemeal solutions. In
spite of the occasional and temporary respite they might offer, in the long run, such an
approach has systematically failed the church.
The problems facing the mainline are so numerous and complex that they just
cannot be neatly fixed with a tweak or a patch. Despite
the advice of well-intentioned church experts, our
churches cannot be renewed by merely changing
worship style, updating the music, and adding visual
components. They cannot be renewed by calling
younger pastors in the hope they will attract younger
congregants. They cannot be renewed by simply uniting

All these issues need the
attention of oldline Protestant
decision-makers. But
resolving them won’t turn
things around. Restoration is
not in the cards, and it
shouldn’t be.
—William McKinney,
“Revisioning the Future of
Oldline Protestantism,” 1989

one struggling congregation with another in a union church or a yoked parish. They
cannot be renewed by just reclaiming the liturgy or prayer practices of the ancient church.
They cannot even be renewed by placing a greater emphasis on social justice and mission
work. Despite the concerted efforts of countless churches of every denomination, vintage,

16
size and style, it is clear that the most that can be said for it is that any one of these
approaches might work sometimes, for some churches, for a while.
It will take more than any of these tactics to renew our churches because the
problems that have been identified as the cause of the decline of the mainline
denominations are not really the cause at all. They are, in fact, the symptoms of
something much bigger. They are nothing short of the manifestation of the postmodern
storm pounding away on the 500-year-old foundations upon which the historically liberal
denominations were built—along with virtually all of the institutions of modern western
culture.

Churches… are in a serious storm. The storm is most obvious in the collapsing
structures of some of them—the ones we ironically have called mainline. If I am right,
those signs of stress and strain are only symptoms of the larger storm that will engulf
people of faith in many other religious families in the next decades. The churches we
have known have been nurtured at the heart of our society. In our time we are moving
into an exile from the heart of our society. I believe the movement is irreversible.
–Loren Mead, Transforming Congregations for the Future, 1994

CHAPTER 2:
FROM JESUS FOLLOWERS TO BUILDING CUSTODIANS

At the dawn of the new millennium, an ambitious interfaith survey was
undertaken. More than 14,000 congregations across the country took part in Faith
Communities Today (FACT2000), a cooperative effort among agencies and organizations
representing forty-one denominations and faith groups. Representatives from each group
worked together to develop the questionnaire, customizing the language for each
constituency so as to maximize the usefulness of the reported information. A greater
diversity can hardly be imagined, ranging from Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Jewish
congregations to the historically liberal mainline Protestant denominations and from
Southern Baptists and Baha’is to Muslims, Mormons, and Unitarian Universalists.
The survey explored many aspects of the life of the responding congregations and
religious groups including the finances, demographics, leadership, vision, worship, and
outreach. The results reveal an enormous amount of information about them, but one of
the findings really stands out. Of all the things that mainline churches do, the only area in
which we actually led the Judeo-Christian tradition was in building maintenance. In every
other aspect of church life—worship, vision, transmitting denominational heritage, even
social justice—the mainline fell short of every other Christian and Jewish group.1
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The dumbfounding revelation of priorities exposed by the work of the Hartford
Institute for Religion may not really be as surprising as it seems. Somewhere in the last
2,000 years, ecclesia (the Greek word translated in the New Testament as ‘church’)
stopped referring to a group of people ‘called out’ of their culture and into a committed
community of Jesus followers and started referring to the buildings occupied by Christian
believers on Sunday mornings. People of the mainline ask earnestly, “How did this
happen to us?” but this is not a particularly helpful question as it fails to get at the deeper
issues facing the denominations. A better question is “How did we get here?” This
question seeks historical context and cultural information and ultimately, it challenges the
questioner to make difficult choices.
It is easy for human beings to conclude that a thing we do in a moment, a year, or
a lifetime is the way such things are always supposed to be done; in fact, it is the way that
they have always been done.
When those notions are
challenged some of us
chuckle with awkward self-

Every age has its own image of the Church, arising
out of a particular historical situation; in every age a
particular view of the Church is expressed by the
Church in practice, and given conceptual form, post
hoc or ante hoc, by the theologians of the age.1
—Hans Kung, The Church, 1967

awareness, while many more of us get defensive and go into denial. This is especially
true in churches where “We’ve always done it this way” and its corollary “We’ve never
done it that way” are the pat responses to new ideas and situations.
Most Christians would agree that the true purpose of a church is to grow and
nurture followers of Jesus wherever they are and whenever they live, so it would seem
reasonable to assume that liturgies, structures, and hierarchies would change fluidly to
facilitate their discipleship. But ever since the days of Constantine when Christianity first
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became an institution, the church has engaged in a complex dance between adapting to
the pressure of contextual change (which includes location, demographic shifts,
socioeconomic fluctuations, and cultural patterns) and resisting it. In the face of such
change churches and other institutions typically default to self-preservation. After all,
human beings are in charge and we are notoriously averse to uncertainty and its attendant
losses. Consequently, it is only under great pressure—or the Holy Spirit—that change
comes. When it does, it sometimes happens so gradually as to be almost imperceptible to
those within the church, at other times the change can be shocking in its speed. However
it comes, change is part and parcel of being alive in the world. Entities that adapt will
survive; those that cannot—or will not—adapt, will fade away.
The story of the Christian church is one
of contextual adaptation and resistance within a
larger story of birth, death, and occasionally,
resurrection. A brief review of the way that
churches have come into being and how
context has influenced their structure and
worship not only illustrates the variety of forms

No one tears a piece from a new
garment and sews it on an old
garment; otherwise the new will be
torn, and the piece from the new will
not match the old. And no one puts
new wine into old wineskins;
otherwise the new wine will burst the
skins and will be spilled, and the skins
will be destroyed. But new wine must
be put into fresh wineskins.
—Luke 5:33-39

the church has taken but it also shows that the struggles the mainline church are
experiencing today are simply part of the experience of being church in the world.
The history of early Christianity is not well documented. Aside from the books of
the New Testament, there are few other sources that mention Jesus followers at all. We
are, therefore, compelled to rely on scripture for most of the story, but with a keen eye to
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cultural mores and political and civic practices it is possible to piece together a few
sketches of the early church.
The first gatherings of the followers of Jesus were described in The Acts of the
Apostles. We are told that after the Holy Spirit descended upon the followers of Jesus
they spent their days in the temple together and their evenings “breaking bread from
house to house…praising God and having the goodwill of all the people” (Acts 2:44-47,
4:32-37). They were committed to sharing food and resources (Acts 4:32-37) and
“devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread
and the prayers.” (Acts 2:42) These gatherings in Jerusalem were the first of the ecclesia,
an assembly of believers—what we now call “the church,” although they did not see
themselves outside the framework of their Jewish faith.
Out in the Diaspora the context of new ekklesias was vastly different. We know
something about the practices of apostles through the letters of Paul and the book of Acts:
people heard the Good News in synagogues, on riverbanks, in marketplaces, and lecture
halls. It has long been presumed that the actual worship gatherings took place in homes,
particularly in the larger homes of the wealthier followers (Acts 20:7-12), but as church
historian Hal Taussig warns, it would not be correct to suppose that all early Christian
gatherings were identical. Taussig asserts that in the first 150 years, Christian
communities reflected wide variations in class, gender, and ethnicity as well as in the
amount of Jewish practice.2
Taussig says that Christians, especially those residing in the larger cities of the
Roman Empire, would have been less likely to model their gatherings on Jewish
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synagogues, as on the structure of Greek associations, which were social organizations
commonly found in the Hellenistic world. Membership in an association was on a
voluntary basis; some were in secret while others were public assemblies. There were
associations that were family, ethnic, neighborhood, or professional gatherings; others, in
what Taussig suggests was a “bold social experiment,” encompassed a wide spectrum of
society from slaves to aristocrats, and welcomed women as well as men. These
associations would meet at least monthly for a formal ‘festive meal’ which followed a
prescribed order. That order is found in many of the gatherings described in the gospels
and included the ritual of foot washing, a reclining posture for the gathering, a blessing of
the bread, wine libations, preaching, and the singing of hymns. Taussig’s work reveals
the influence that cultural context exerted on the formation and practice of early Christian
communities, and that influence has continued through the centuries.
By end of the first century, gatherings of Jesus followers had been established
throughout the Mediterranean world, with most in Asia Minor, despite the religion being
in violation of Roman law. In about 112, Pliny the Younger, governor of a province on
the northern edge of Asia Minor, wrote to the Emperor Trajan for guidance in dealing
with Christians in his region. Pliny described them as being “in the habit of meeting on a
certain fixed day before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a hymn to Christ,
as to a god, and bound themselves by a solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never
to commit any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word, nor deny a trust when
they should be called to deliver it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then
reassemble to partake of food.” He was concerned, “for this contagious superstition is not
confined to the cities only, but has spread through the villages and rural districts.” The
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description of their gatherings and the assortment of locations noted by Pliny in this rare
reference to early Christianity suggest that a variety of forms and practices had already
developed in congregations around the Roman Empire, although the sharing of a meal
remained a consistent feature.
By the second century the socio-political structures of the Roman world became
the prevailing model for the church. In this model, a principle pastor or bishop would
preside over worship gatherings and handle administrative duties of an ecclesia in a
neighborhood, town, or region. Elders and deacons were appointed to assist him in his
work. When a church got too large to meet in one place, it would divide and a new pastor
would assume the second church’s leadership. The larger cities were divided into a
number of smaller, more manageable areas with an archbishop overseeing them all.
While minor regional variations were inevitable, these churches were essentially
transplants of the ‘mother church,’ replicating the original’s structure and liturgy.
The challenges and persecution endured by the early churches under Roman rule
officially ended in 321 when Constantine gave Christian churches legal status as
corporations. The theological differences and conflicts among the churches were
essentially resolved at the Council of Nicaea four years later. That council not only put an
end to theological disputes, but also established a uniform church structure above the
local level, organizing provincial synods of bishops which, in turn, led to the creation of
episcopal sees.
Christianity took a second, very different direction from the ritual gatherings
established by Paul and his ilk. From the earliest days of the faith, individuals and groups
of Christian ascetics retreated to the wilderness to pray, study, and seek union with God.
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There were an estimated 7,000 monastic communities of both men and women in Egypt
by the year 400, and the ascetic movement spread rapidly throughout the Roman Empire.
This resulted in the establishment of monasteries throughout all of Europe and the
surrounding isles, many of which survived the attacks of invading Visigoths, Vandals,
and other tribes, despite the sixth century collapse of the Empire.
The eighth century brought the rise of Charles the Great—a brilliant soldier and
administrator and a determined protector of the Church. Charlemagne reestablished a
vigorous Christendom and reinstated the Nicaean system which had been erased by
previous conflicts and wars. He appointed and empowered bishops in new ways and he
summoned councils to work out conflicts and map the future. Charles also saw the value
of a literate populace so he established the system of cathedral-based parishes, each
served by a resident priest as educator. While the success of his literacy campaign was
short-lived, his parish system became the model for churches throughout the world, even
to this day.
The ninth, tenth, & eleventh centuries saw Christianity sweep over Europe, thanks
to the military conquests of Christian royals who supported and promoted the efforts of
the missionaries who accompanied them. As new territories were conquered, the
aristocratic military men saw to the ‘conversion’ of defeated rulers, political exigency
proving to be at least as persuasive as any personal experience of faith. As the local
authorities ‘joined’ the Church, their subjects were converted as well, often by force.
Cathedrals were then built and parishes were established which effectively secured and
maintained the land for the Holy Roman Empire. The Church exerted tremendous
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influence on European culture, controlling virtually all religious, social, and scientific
thought and practice.
After Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the Wittenberg church door in 1517,
he and other like-minded priests began to work with their local aristocracy to supplant the
Roman churches in the region. They took land, buildings, and whole congregations into
what quickly became a Lutheran system. Luther translated the worship service into
German and composed new hymns for congregations to sing, but otherwise Lutherans
essentially continued to use Roman church liturgical practices and sacramental teachings.
In essence, they discarded the Magisterium of the Roman church while preserving the
episcopal structure of Nicaea and the parish organization of Charles the Great.
Other Protestant reformers, including Zwingli, Hubmaier, and John Calvin, all
trained (if not ordained) priests, took the reformation of the church much further than
Luther. They stripped their inherited church sanctuaries of ornamentation and held
worship in their native languages but each created slightly different orders of worship.
Calvin, who directed the Reformation in Geneva, insisted that only forms explicitly
recorded in scripture would be used in worship. The order of worship for Reformed
services included an invocation, confession of sins, assurance of pardon, singing of
psalms, a prayer for illumination, lessons from Scripture, the sermon, the offering,
prayers of intercession, the Apostles’ Creed, words of institution, instruction and
exhortation, communion, a prayer of thanksgiving, and the benediction. This order of
worship continues to shape the liturgies used in most Presbyterian and Congregational
(United Church of Christ) churches in the US today.
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Across the English Channel the Reformation made its own way, responding to the
demands of Henry VIII and his successors. The British shed ‘Roman’ for ‘Anglican’, but
otherwise did not significantly change the structure of the church organization or the
liturgy itself. It is no wonder that exiles from Europe who came to England seeking
religious freedom were disappointed with the kind of Protestantism they found there.
Frustrated by their failure to reform the Anglican Church further, they worshiped in their
homes, created congregations of their exiled communities, and gradually gathered British
converts. The Church of England was not at all pleased with the actions of these religious
interlopers and the Puritans were violently condemned for their theology and their polity.
By 1628, Puritans began immigrating to the colonies, along with religious exiles from all
over Europe.
Once in the Americas, each strain of Christianity established itself. Although any
attempt at geographical purity was thwarted by the unceasing influx of immigrants, the
Puritans and Pilgrims (soon to be known as Congregationalists) settled primarily in New
England, the Friends located in and around Philadelphia, Catholics in Maryland, the
Dutch Reform in New York City, and German Reform settlers gathered west of
Philadelphia. By 1776, Lutherans, Baptists, Anglicans, and Presbyterians were scattered
throughout the colonies. Earnest and enthusiastic missionary pioneers made their way
west, transplanting their home churches in new communities as they went, with more or
less success.
At the opening of the nineteenth century there were 36 different denominations in
the United States, a situation that compelled church leaders to become strategic about
establishing churches in a reasonable and sustainable manner. Washington Gladden, a
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renowned Congregational minister of the day, suggested that one church for every 500
persons would be ideal. He believed that denominational differences were of little
significance and declared that any Protestant church should be able to serve a community
equally well. Gladden made a fervent case for cooperation between the denominations,
trumpeting the goal of The Christian League of Connecticut “to promote efficiency and
economy in Christian work, by the suppression and extinction of superfluous
organizations, by the occupation of destitute fields, and by the concentration of Christian
people.”3 He came up with the idea of establishing comity agreements between the
“There’s no place
like home.”

denominations with the goal of preventing the ‘overlooking’ of
an area and the ‘overlapping’ of church fields, which was to be

addressed by prohibiting the establishment of a new church within a mile of any existing
comity agreement church.
The concept of comity was well received in the northern reaches of the country by
Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Methodists. The churches in the South, along with
the Lutherans and Episcopalians, were not particularly interested, so the agreements often
had unexpected consequences. A desirable location, which was proximally unacceptable
for the building of a Congregational church, would be snapped up by Baptists who were
happy to compete with the Presbyterians down the block. This lack of accord led to the
dissolution of the comity agreements some 50 years later, but their effects were felt for at
least another century. Although the contractual agreements ended, the denominations
established their own comity committees, which then worked together to coordinate
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church growth. Consequently the ‘One Mile Rule’ long remained one of the basic criteria
in determining the number and location of new churches of each denomination.
Independent congregations have always existed as modest counterpoints to the
mighty mainline denominations, but they began to rise in number and influence in the
1960s. A major boost came when the daughter of the founder of a tiny church in
California got involved with a guitar-playing hippie. Pastor Chuck Smith befriended the
young man and his friends and soon brought them into the faith. The ensuing Jesus
movement became known for its energetic guitar-driven worship, restorationist theology,
and penchant for communal life, and it spread quickly across North America and Europe.
The movement had an exciting heyday before running its course in the 1980’s, but
the musical genre it created is still very much in evidence in what Donald E. Miller,
author of Reinventing American Protestantism, calls the ‘new paradigm’ churches:
Calvary Chapel (1965), Vineyard (1974), and Hope Chapel (1971). These churches
surged onto the Protestant landscape and began to replicate by ecclesial mitosis in
hundreds of communities, introducing the era of post-denominational Christianity in
America. One of the significant aspects of the new paradigm churches was the emphasis
on a weekday gathering for Bible study and fellowship in homes. found that a third of
new paradigm church members met for what he called ‘MiniChurch’, describing that
time together as “the real core of the church,” not what happens on Sunday morning. The
new paradigm model of churches were followed by the next generation of nondenominational evangelical churches which include ‘seeker churches’ like Willow Creek
(est. 1975), ‘purpose-driven churches’ modeled after Rick Warren’s Saddleback
Community Church (est. 1980), and ‘Gen-X’ churches which began in 1986.
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Most of the Gen-X congregations got their start as a ‘church-within-a-church’
when the pastoral team of a large mega-church realized that the music and worship style
that appealed to Baby Boomer adults were leaving the Baby Buster/Gen-X children cold.
They would then create a spin-off congregation with a charismatic young man as head of
staff, “with a half-million-dollar budget and a big Sunday morning event. The ultimate
goal was to be big in celebration, always built around the preacher/teacher, buildings, and
staff.”4
After a few years, many of those charismatic young men found their ‘churchwithin-a-church’ collapsing due to conflicts with the mother-church leadership. Before
long, many Gen-X church and mega-church youth group leaders started to realize that
what had been chalked up as a generational issue was much more than that; they began to
see the changes manifesting all around them. In 1997, a number of them began to meet to
have conversations about the changes they were seeing and share their dreams of
different ways to be faithful church. Curiously, similar conversations were happening in
gatherings of people who had their roots in the mainline denominations. Those same
dreams were leading them in the direction their evangelical cousins took and new, very
different kinds of churches began to emerge everywhere.

In this chapter we have seen how the context of a community has always
influenced the structure and style of a congregation that forms in it, even as those same
forces affect older churches very differently. Established congregations are consistently
reluctant to acknowledge (let alone adapt) to the changes that create and energize a new
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model of church. This can be seen at every step in church history beginning with the
resistance of the Jerusalem church to Paul’s welcoming of the gentiles, through the
resistance of the Roman church to the Protestants’ concerns, to the evangelical churches’
resistance to the emerging churches.
This is, of course, not only true for churches: every institution resists the changes
pressed upon them by the next generation. It is the nature of being established. Some
resistance is good because it maintains the focus on the mission of the institution in the
face of passing fads and fashions, but when the institution maintains resistance too long
without any reflection upon the changes around them, it risks becoming anachronistic,
uninteresting, and abandoned. This is where the mainline is now. Our churches, which
began with a culturally vibrant vision of ministry, have devolved over time into
inviolable centers of comfortable membership that, whatever else they do, serve to keep
the rest of the changing world at bay. The people of many mainline churches so treasure
the mores and structures of their traditions that they have been unwilling to even consider
making them more accessible to the post-Boomer generations. Any change is frightening
and threatening and is resisted at all costs, even if that means marginalization—or the
death—of the church. This is not an overly dramatic claim. One only need look to Europe
to see countless examples of once-vibrant churches that, over the last forty years, have
come to be employed as museums, coffee houses and bookstores.

CHAPTER 3:
THE MODERN AGE AND THE PROTESTANT CHURCH

The Protestant church is a product of the Modern Era, which over the last century
has been inelegantly clattering to a close. In order to grasp what is happening to the
churches now we need to understand how the Protestant church in general—and the
mainline denominations in particular—came to be and how they were shaped by the
culture into which they were born. This chapter draws parallels between the major events
of the Modern Age and the expansion of the Protestant church in the western world with
an eye to the themes of authority and agency to bring light to bear on the changes that the
people of the church have gone through in these five hundred years so that we might
begin to grasp the parameters of the tidal shift that we are now experiencing.

The Enlightenment and the Rise of the Protestant Church

By the time Martin Luther began his protest, the Renaissance had rung in the
Modern Era, bringing a new sense of individuality, capacity, and purpose. The control
that the Church had maintained during the Middle Ages finally gave way, releasing
torrents of curiosity and creativity. Men were not only discovering new continents, they
were also studying, researching, and inventing. Of all inventions of that age (including
pocket watches, pencils, microscopes, and bottled beer), it was Johannes Gutenberg’s
printing press which, 500 years later, would earn Time magazine’s recognition as the
most important invention not just of that century, but of the entire millennium.
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In 1455, Gutenberg adapted the mechanics of the Rhine Valley’s screw-design
wine presses to create his revolutionary moveable type printing press, making books
available and affordable to more than just the clergy and ruling class. The press
propagated the use of handbills and broadsheets throughout Europe as ordinary people by
the thousands learned to read and write. The sixteenth century clergymen who took up
Luther’s protest of the excesses and failures of the Roman church took full advantage of
the rapidly improving printing technology to communicate with their sympathizers and to
spread their ideas about theology, polity, liturgy, and ecclesiology. As many historians
have observed, while it is possible that the Protestant Reformation may never have
succeeded without the invention of the printing press, it is certain that the freedom of
thought exercised by the Protestant reformers and their copious use of Europe’s printing
presses led directly to the birth of the Enlightenment.
A century after protesting theologians began to shake off Roman control, the Age
of Enlightenment finally dawned, and the bright light of reason slowly began to
illuminate all aspects of European and American life and thought. By the seventeenth
century everything grounded in tradition was open to questioning. Prolific scholarly
discourse, philosophical debate, and scientific experimentation opened up new lines of
thought and developed technologies never even dreamed possible by Luther and his
contemporaries. Reason and scientific method sought to overcome the power of
superstition and religious mystery. The authority of a man’s (and eventually of a
woman’s) rational consideration gradually came to replace the authority that the Church
had held ever since Christianity found favor with Constantine.
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The 1600s became a time of religious and political differentiation and strife. As
religious conflicts in Britain escalated and the 30 Years War took its grim toll on the
continent, members of various religious sects began to relocate to the New World in the
hope of being able to practice their faith without repression. Replication of the violence
in Europe was generally avoided as most of the immigrants brought with them some
sense of tolerance toward other traditions. They had strong opinions as to the superiority
of their particular belief systems but they usually managed to steer clear of the violence
and armed conflict they had experienced in their home countries.
The 1700s saw the establishment of America’s first colleges. Harvard, Brown,
King’s College (Columbia), and the College of William and Mary were founded by
clergymen intent on educating the next generations of clergy and civil leaders. John
Quincy Adams, John Hancock, and Thomas Jefferson were among the Founding Fathers
educated at those schools, which offered classes in the latest developments in science and
invention as well as philosophy, theology, and languages. The American Revolution and
the establishment documents those men created were guided by the Enlightenment’s
repudiation of the unquestioned authority of monarchy, aristocracy, and church along
with the astonishing Enlightenment principles of liberty, equality, and the inalienable
rights of citizens.
Before long, however, another round of challenges to religious tradition and
authority began to sweep Protestant Europe and the American colonies. In the 1730s, the
First Great Awakening sought to redefine Christian faith and practice by emphasizing an
individual’s need for salvation and the observance of a rigorous personal morality above
church doctrine and ritual. The Awakening particularly affected Congregationalists,
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Presbyterians, and other Reformed branches of the church in America. Schisms emerged
in those nascent denominations while the Methodist and Baptist movements were
energized. Churches that were more liturgical and dogmatic (Lutheran and Anglican) and
those less so (Quakers) were little affected by the Awakening.
A fertile time in theology and philosophy is also a time of creativity in other areas
so it is not surprising that the First Industrial Revolution (1750 to 1850) followed the
founding of the landmark universities and the Great Awakening. The textile industries of
the United States and England were transformed as production moved from farms and
hearths to mills and factories powered by steam engines, which soon propelled the ships
and trains that moved the goods around the world. For better and for worse, the invention
and industry of the First Industrial Revolution began to transform both North America
and Europe from predominantly rural, agrarian societies into urban, industrial
communities.
In the first half of the nineteenth century a sense of manifest destiny and
American exceptionalism drove western exploration and expansion across the continent.
The Civil War then tore the country apart and redefined what America was, pulling us out
of a still largely provincial national identity and propelling the country into a clearly
modern future. The Second Great Awakening played out under those same dynamics and
stresses. New religious groups like the Latter Day Saints movement (c. 1830), the
Seventh-day Adventist Church (1863), and The Church of Christ, Scientist (1879) were
founded by charismatic leaders who required rigorous religious thought and practice.
Concomitantly, the Second Industrial Revolution (1870 to 1914) was fueled by the
expansion of steel production and the development of petroleum products. The new
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technologies of electrical generation and the internal combustion engine pushed the
growth of industries and railways. The telegraph spread across the country and a
transatlantic telegraph cable was dependably relaying news from Europe to the States by
the end of the century.
In the United States, industrialization changed not only the means of producing
goods, but also how new churches were created. The first guide to local church planning
was published in 1915, extolling the virtues of descriptive surveys to determine the need
of an area for a church. This business-style methodology soon became the norm. Over the
years every Christian church organization has published a series of books and pamphlets
using this strategy although the means for eliciting the information has gone from doorto-door surveys to telephone interviews to computer analysis of commercially generated
demographics.
A whole new phase of church growth began when World War II ended as the
country was redesigned by the advent of the freeway system and the accompanying
suburban development. The years from 1946 to 1961 was a church building boom as
church locations were platted along with schools and fire stations at the rate of one
church for every 1,200 new homes.1 A building was constructed, a pastor installed, the
doors were flung open and the people from the area filled it. It was just that simple.
Returning service men and their young, growing families flocked to the newly created
suburban churches which became what Putnam and Campbell describe as “the bedrock of
American religious institutions.”
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These were the years when ‘under God’ was slipped into the Pledge of Allegiance
(1954) and ‘In God We Trust’ became the nation’s official motto (1956) and standard on
paper currency (1957). In the Cold War against ‘Godless communism’, attending church
was seen as an expression of American identity and patriotism. Robert Wuthnow
describes churches as “sacred fortresses…in which spirituality and identity were forged
together.” In 1952, 75% of Americans asserted that religion was ‘very important’ in their
lives, a statistic that the country had not seen before and certainly has not seen since.2
Eventually the glow of the Enlightenment faded, the Industrial Revolutions
became ordinary, and the Great Awakenings dozed off. The stage was cleared for the
next and arguably final phase of the Modern Era. Identified solely as ‘Modernity,’ there
is no shortage of ideas about what it means. Virtually every field of interest has a stake in
the definition: Science, sociology, politics, psychology, education, economics,
architecture, literature, the visual arts, and the performing arts each define ‘modern’ in
their own way. Robert Ellwood, a professor of world religions, identified twelve
significant aspects of modernism. These include the traditions of public education, bipolar politics, and rationalistic science along with the ideals of progress, social justice,
universal healthcare, and universal truths.3 While other scholars debate some of those
points, the certainty of universal truth is one of the foundations of our world today, and is
the cornerstone of every definition of Modernity.
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The culmination of the Enlightenment and the entire Modern Age, Modernity
thoroughly embraced the metanarratives that “knowledge is certain, objective and
inherently good”4 and that with enough study, ‘man’ will be able to construct a
comprehensive
This is the best of all possible worlds
Mankind is one, all men are brothers!
As you’d have done do unto others!
It’s understood in this best of all possible worlds—
All’s for the good in this best of all possible worlds!
—Leonard Bernstein, Candide, 1956

explanation of everything,
be it history, science, or
other area of study, and

continual progress will be made toward a more perfect world. This was a huge comfort to
people who were trying to make sense of World War I and the Great Depression, but in
the face of World War II and the horrors of the Holocaust and the atom bomb those grand
stories began to ring hollow. Then we hit the tipping point.
Sometime in the 1960s, the modern worldview began to feel less and less credible
to more and more people. In the West and beyond, the trust people put in the leaders of
politics, business, and religion began to diminish. People began to value their own
experience over the ‘expert guidance’ of an ‘objective’ authority. Liberation movements
rose and triumphed in the United States,
in Africa, in Central and South America
and in Europe. The uniformity of
thought and design promulgated by
both communist and capitalist societies

Little boxes on the hillside,
Little boxes made of ticky tacky,
Little boxes on the hillside,
Little boxes all the same.
There’s a green one and a pink one
And a blue one and a yellow one,
And they’re all made out of ticky tacky
And they all look just the same.
—Malvina Reynolds; ©1962 Schroder Music
Company, renewed 1990

began to be met with recognition,
disparagement, and outright resistance. People began to search for their own identity
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apart from family, residence, work, and religion, even as they sought relationships with
others that were ‘real’ and ‘meaningful’. Some people call this time in history ‘late
Modernity’, but others sense that something else is afoot, something that pushes beyond
the defining provinces of the last 500 years.

Modernity and the Mainline

Thanks to the ecumenical coordination of church planting in the early days of the
American colonies, the churches of the denominations that would eventually come to be
called ‘mainline’ spread in a remarkably ordered way across the United States in the
nineteenth century. And thanks to the advancements of the Industrial Revolutions, the
development of new churches was pursued with business-like zeal in the twentieth. The
mainline denominations quickly came to reflect the essence of Modernity, not unlike the
institutions of the modern political, economic, and educational spheres. Denominational
headquarters were designed and staffed following corporate models in structure and
function. They developed large departments to provide leadership and resources for every
area of church program and mission. Money flowed from local churches, through
regional offices, then into national operations centers. Before long the denominations had
their own resource distribution centers, as well as newspapers, radio shows, and even
television programming.
The mainline denominations came together in 1950 to form the National Council
of Churches, which Loren Mead, founder of the Alban Institute, described as “a new
alliance for ministry and mission.” Eight years later, President Dwight D. Eisenhower
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laid the cornerstone for the Interchurch Center (also known as ‘The God Box’) on
Riverside Drive in New York City. John D. Rockefeller, Jr. funded the 19-story structure
that was envisioned to be a ‘Protestant Vatican’ with offices for all the mainline
churches. This was believed to be an essential move as most major corporations were
relocating their headquarters to New York City in the 1950s. New York was the
burgeoning center of American finance and political power, and the mainline churches
were an essential part of that dynamic. It is hardly possible to imagine a more modern
church model.
But then the 1960s arrived and everything seemed to change. Putnam and
Campbell note that “the Sixties represented a perfect storm for American institutions of
all sorts—political, social, sexual, and religious.”5 They list a panoply of what they
consider to be “contributing factors” for the storm—from the baby boomers moving into
their college years to birth control, from marijuana and LSD to the Vietnam War and a
dozen more social movements, demographic changes, and historic events. But contrary to
Putnam and Campbell, I believe these factors were not the cause of the “perfect storm,”
they were the signs of the storm, which was actually not a thunderous, yet passing event
that the storm metaphor would suggest; it was more like a rising tide gradually yet
relentlessly eroding the very foundations of modern civilization. That tide is the shape
and the effect of a brand new era: Postmodernity.
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CHAPTER 4:
POSTMODERNITY AND THE CHURCH
Postmodernity Dawns

At some unmarked point during the last 20 years, we imperceptibly moved out of the
modern age and into a new, as yet nameless era…The old view of the world, the old task
and the old center calling themselves “modern” and “up to date” only a few years ago,
just make no sense anymore...Our actions are already measured against the stern demands
of the “today,” the “post-modern” world; and yet we have no series, no concepts, no
slogans—no real knowledge—about the new reality.
—Peter F. Drucker, Landmarks of Tomorrow, 1959

Some people say that World War I was the gateway into Postmodernity, some cite
World War II. Still others say that the Modern Era ended with the assassination of
President Kennedy or with the 1969 ‘Aquarian Exposition’ known as Woodstock.
Although there is no one definitive moment of commencement, it is clear that it the years
from 1957 to 1975, collectively known as “the Long Sixties”1 were the
fulcrum that flipped America disjointedly out of the Modern Era and
into Postmodernity. These were the years that held the rise of the civil
rights movement and the Vietnam War opposition, international anti-

“Lions, and
tigers, and
bears! Oh,
my!”

apartheid activism and movements for the rights of women, gays, Chicanos, seniors, and
children. These were also the years that held the beginning of the end of the assumptions
and institutions created in the Enlightenment.2
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.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/doi/abs/10.1080 /07075332.2005.9641080 (accessed December 7, 2012).
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The concept of authority has shifted dramatically. Five hundred years ago the
people of the early Modern Era repudiated papal authority and claimed the right to
reason, investigate, discover, and understand the world on their own terms. However, it
didn’t take long before clergy, churches, and judicatories of every variety promulgated
their version of a new metanarrative of authority: “We know about God and we know
what God wants you to do.” They held remarkable influence over the lives of
parishioners as well as the towns and neighborhoods in which they lived, so much so that
eventually Hollywood Westerns would exploit the archetype of moralistic clergymen.3
Brian McLaren estimates that 30-40% of Baby Boomers have a postmodern
mindset. 4 In the 1960s they were the ones who lived by the bumper sticker credos of
‘Question Authority’ and ‘Don’t Trust Anyone Over 30’. These postmodern Boomers
were especially wary of the authority claimed by governments, corporations, and
organizations, secular and religious. They no longer believed that those institutions had
ordinary people’s best interests at heart. Instead, those entities were seen as doggedly
protecting and promoting their influence, power, and market share. This was an
enormous erosion of the public confidence that institutions had enjoyed prior to the 60s
and that trust has continued to diminish over the last fifty years, due in no small way to
the steady increase of postmoderns in ensuing generations. It is now estimated that 60%
of people under forty years of age have a postmodern mindset.
In the last 50 years, clergy of the liberal mainline denominations have, for the
most part, lost their place of influence in the public square to conservative evangelical
3
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church leaders. Because evangelicals are the product of 20th century American Modernity
and typically attract congregants who are averse to postmodern influences, conservative
evangelical leaders continue to wield significant power in the local, regional, and national
arenas as well as in the lives of their congregants.
The concept of universal truth also lost traction as Postmodernity dawned. In the
Long Sixties, confidence in knowledge being certain, objective, and intrinsically good—a
foundational assumption of the Enlightenment—was edged aside and a different
perspective settled in, one that harbored grave doubts that knowledge is at all certain,
truly objective, or particularly good. The meta-narrative of an acquirable definable
universal truth was seen by more and more people to be biased in favor of the dominant
U.S. elite (white, male, heterosexual, adult Americans who were at least upper-middle
class); and began to be shed for knowledge that is more personal and experiential. As a
result, conflicting truths and beliefs abound, but they are expected and received as valid
perspectives, not doctrinal ultimatums.
Just as the Enlightenment was facilitated at every turn by the invention of the
printing press which enabled communication in a way the world had never seen,
Postmodernity is also driven by the power of communication: the Internet. The World
Wide Web has cracked the world wide open. Not only can one read stories and see
pictures of people in far-away places, they can be Skyped with. Digital media, social
networking, and instant global real-time multi-dimensional (voice and image)
communication underscore the sense that we have much more in common with others
than how we differ, while at the same time bringing a deep respect for those differences.
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Globalism and pluralism go hand in hand. As people become more familiar with
others around the world they usually can’t help but develop an appreciation for other
cultures, including their sacred writings. Many Americans have moved from believing
that the Bible is the sole revelation of God to being comfortable with the view that the
Bible is but one source. A diversity of religious belief systems now co-exist throughout
the country and pluralism is a given. In November 2012, Americans elected the first
Hindu to Congress, the first Buddhist senator, and the first member of either house to
describe their religion as “none.” Congress barely retains a Protestant majority (56.4%), a
far cry from 50 years ago when nearly three-quarters of its members belonged to
Protestant denominations. 30% of Congress is now Catholic (compared to 19% in 1961)
and Jewish representation has risen from 2% in 1961 to 6%.5
Putnam and Campbell may have misconstrued the signs of the “perfect storm”
that hit American institutions in the 1960s but they accurately described it as a shock to
the American system. The onset of a decade full of ‘sex, drugs, and rock & roll’ that
represented freedom for some profoundly horrified many. This resulted in the rise of
religious conservatism in the 1970s and 1980s, what Putnam and Campbell call the ‘first
aftershock’ to the Long Sixties. Conservative denominations such as the Southern Baptist
Convention boomed and new nondenominational congregations began to take shape.
Before the 1970s a nondenominational church was a rarity; they are now the fastest
growing religious segment in the country. Putnam and Campbell report that since the
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1980s, 7% of Americans claim they belong to one, which is more than the entire
membership of the United Methodist Church, the largest of all mainline denominations.
Not all non-denominational churches are alike, however. While megachurches
have been attracting the attention of the media, over the last fifteen years countless small,
unaffiliated congregations have appeared in communities in the United States and around
the world. Developing from networks of relationships, these emerging churches are an
authentic postmodern expression of Christianity, made up of people who came to
recognize and embrace the changes wrought by the postmodern paradigm shift. They
began to critically reflect on the new developments and work with them rather than deny
their existence or simply react to them.

The Emerging Church
I sing of a new religion
Created in the empty spaces
The old one never filled
—Gloria Wade Gayles, Anointed to Fly, 1991

In The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why, church
historian Phyllis Tickle discusses Postmodernity and its impact on Christianity. She
believes that the church undergoes a comprehensive transformation about every five
hundred years because that is when “the empowered structures of institutionalized
Christianity, whatever that may be at that time, become an intolerable carapace that must
be shattered in order that renewal and new growth may occur.” Tickle cites the fall of the
Roman Empire, the Great Schism of 1054, and the Protestant Reformation as those
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shattering points and asserts that we are now “in the hinge of a five-hundred-year
period,” even as “we are also the direct product of one.”
Tickle describes Postmodernity as “The Great Emergence,” describing it as “an
across-the-board and still-accelerating shift in every single part and parcel of our lives as
members in good standing of twenty-first century Western or westernized civilization.
Intellectually, politically, culturally, sociologically, religiously, psychologically, every
part of us and of how we are and how we live has, to some greater or lesser degree, been
reconfiguring over the last century and a half and those changes are now becoming a
genuine maelstrom around us.”6 She says there are four ways that Protestants and
Catholics are responding to the Great Emergence. Traditionalist Christians slowly adjust
and amend their church. Re-traditioning Christians stay within their church but
vigorously refurbish it in an attempt to return it to what they believe it originally was,
while Progressive Christians freely remodel it. But emergence Christians are something
else again: networks of Christians coming together, not necessarily to create new bricks
and mortar churches, but to help one another to become more authentic faithful disciples
of Jesus.
Much has been written about the origins of the emerging church movement,
which is truly remarkable since it is still being created today. Brian McLaren, Tony
Jones, Mark Driscoll, Doug Pagitt, and Dan Kimball were all young evangelical youth
group leaders and Gen-X church pastors. Tony Jones notes that each man “had been
tapped in their early twenties—some of them in their late teens—to be the next
generation of megachurch leaders. They had great charisma and the right genitalia, and
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they were the kings-in-waiting.” But by the late 90s, these young men had become
disillusioned by the churches they were supposed to be getting ready to rule. Both the
theology and the methods of doing church in the evangelical tradition were beginning to
wear thin on them. Jones writes, “We looked at the architecture of church buildings, at
the structure of the leadership, at the form of the liturgy, at denominational and seminary
structures, and we asked, ‘What does this say about what we believe in God?’”7 They
realized that the answers to those questions did not reflect the faith in their hearts.
The young men began to find other kindred souls at youth leadership gatherings
around the country; they spent long nights in earnest conversation about their faith and
the ministries they served. In so doing, they discovered that others shared the same sense
about how God was working in the world and the same hope for a more relational
ministry than their large churches could or would offer. As friendships grew between
them, they began to see that friendship was not just an interpersonal practice but the
structural model at the heart of their evolving faith. By 2001 a number of them had
formed a loosely ordered group which they called ‘Emergent’ “as a means of inviting
more people into the conversation,”8 conversation being the format of the movement’s
theological exploration.
Through their conversations, Emergent friends began to call into question some of
the practices and doctrines that their evangelical world held dear. They read the work of
postmodern philosophers like Jacques Derrida and John Caputo. They made connections
with like-minded Christians in Great Britain and Europe. They created websites, held
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conferences, and wrote blogs and books. They started exciting church ventures and in the
early 2000s they began to get great press from evangelical magazines like Rev and
Leadership. They were seen as the hipster wing of the evangelical church and enjoyed the
flattering spotlight while it lasted, for it did not take long before conservative stalwarts
began accusing them of being “a neo-liberal cult.” These critics have spent a lot of energy
trying to end what they see as the scourge of emerging churches, to no avail. They seem
to think that postmodernity is an ideology that can be accepted or rejected—or an evil to
be resisted—and not the irreversible evolution in culture that it is.
Those of us in the mainline denominations fall into a different corner. We hear the
words ‘emergent’ and ‘emerging’ from time to time, usually in reference to any church
gathering with some kind of alternative worship, and so think the emerging church
movement is a style. Not at all. Emerging churches are “missional communities arising
from within postmodern culture and consisting of followers of Jesus who are seeking to
be faithful in their time and place.”9 Phil Snider, a Disciples of Christ pastor in
The missionary efforts of the
recent centuries may have
succeeded in planting the churchinstitution everywhere. But it has
not really favored the emergence
of the local church, which is the
incarnation of the gospel in a
particular people, culture, and
reality.
—Michael Amaladoss, S.J.,
Mission in the 1990’s, 1991

Springfield, Missouri describes the emerging
church movement as “a paradigm shift whereby
even the most basic elements of Christian
practice, faith, tradition and identity—worship,
mission, community, scripture, formation—are
translated through a postmodern lens and adapted
to come alive in context.”10 In Emerging Church:
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Creating Christian Community in Postmodern Cultures, which is currently the definitive
book on the emerging church phenomenon, Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger dismiss the
notion that emergence Christianity is a youth movement and assert that an emerging
church is one that develops out of the context of its community as opposed to one that is
planted or transplanted by another church and is “exploring worship, mission, and
community within that context.” They are clear that these groups of Jesus followers give
little thought to owning church buildings or producing big Sunday meetings, they simply
seek to foster communities that “embody the kingdom,” the presence of God. They hold
the hope of forming “communities of people that produce apprentices of Jesus who live
in the gospel and communicate and draw others in as a matter of course to the way they
live,” and believe that the point of a Christian life is not just to “give a little, do a little,
pay membership dues, and get a ticket into heaven.” 11 The point is to live like Jesus.
While there are as many styles and expressions as there are emerging churches,
five principles and practices can usually be found in emerging churches which
differentiate them from other current forms of church. Not surprisingly, these qualities
were characteristic of the earliest of apostolic churches. Indeed, everything old is new
again.
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1. Emerging churches embrace change and see it as a way to remain faithful to the
leading of the Holy Spirit.
How many Episcopalians does it take to change a light bulb?
Ten. One to actually change the bulb and 9 to say how much they like the old one.
How many Lutherans does it take to change a light bulb?
There is some question here. But we have it on good authority that they have
appointed a committee to study the issue and report back at their next meeting.
How many Presbyterians does it take to change a lightbulb?
What? Change??
Jokes like this are painfully funny because the mainline denominations are
famously resistant to change.’We’ve always done it this way’ is the mantra that keeps
many churches locked into traditions and practices that masquerade as essential
denominational traits. Each church has an order and style of worship that rarely, if ever,
varies. The hymnals offered by each denominational publishing company are updated
every twenty years or so, yet are still full of hymns that date as far back as Martin Luther.
The organizational polity of each denomination gives guidance to almost every aspect of
church life, from the names of the ruling bodies (e.g., session, consistory, council) to the
roles and responsibilities of elders and deacons to the election of delegates to regional
and national councils, committees, and gatherings. Committees may vary with church
character and need, but Robert’s Rules of Order are ubiquitous. Most mainline churches
faithfully follow the guidance of the liturgical calendar and read the weekly scriptures
listed in the New Revised Common Lectionary. It seems that every structure and system
of mainline Protestantism reflect loyal dedication to the historic past as well as fond
attachment to the organizational meticulousness of Modernity.
The postmodern people of emerging churches know that change is inevitable and
they are not averse to it. They are interested in doing all they can to enrich human
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relationships with God through Jesus Christ: not by rigidly following bylaws, not by the
rote recitation of creeds, not by being tied to a name-brand organization, but simply by
following in the way of Jesus, a man who was always on the move with and toward God.
Such movement intrinsically means that things will change and it means that we must be
in motion, too.
“Remaining faithful to the leading of the Holy Spirit” implies staying responsive
to the needs and interests of the congregation, the community, and the world. Emerging
churches are (dis)organized so that they can adjust quickly to changes as the need or
desire arises. Worship services can vary weekly, depending on the person organizing it as
well as the season of the year. Tradition is valued as a centering touchstone, but it is a
touchstone not a mill stone: “We’ve always done it this way” is not a part of their
vocabulary. While some emerging churches elect leaders, others are strictly voluntary.
Congregational life is more likely to be organized into teams and task groups that meet
according to needs rather than long-standing committees. Decision making is by
consensus not majority rule, and certainly not by fiat.
People who are part of an emerging church know that change is inescapable and
that being responsive to change is essential to a vibrant, faithful life. They reject the
institutional approach of Modernity and are intent on reclaiming the definition of ecclesia
as being the church with one another, not defining church as a building. The emerging
church echoes the earliest years of Christianity: church is not about a meeting place,
church is not about organization, church is about a community gathering together to
worship God and care for and about one another. Church is about a group of people doing
their best to follow Jesus, individually and collectively.
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2. Emerging churches advocate worship that is interactive, multisensory, and
communal and see it as a way to worship God with mind, soul, and body.
The hallmark of the Enlightenment was rationality and reason. This was
manifested in Reformation churches when preaching the Word took the central place in
worship over celebrating the mystery of the sacraments. The educated clergyman was
held to be a reliable source of objective truth. He had the authority to teach the
congregation how to understand the scriptures and what doctrines to believe. The
congregation would listen to the sermon and respond with the singing of hymns that
reinforced the discourse of the preacher. That model continues today throughout the
mainline. Mainline church ministers are no longer required to be exclusively of the male
gender nor are they are obliged to preach for hours on end, but they are still expected to
deliver a scholarly yet inspiring sermon to a quiet, seated, and politely receptive
congregation.
The worship service of the emerging church continues to reflect the values of
education and scholarship but it seeks to engage not just the minds, but also the hearts
and bodies of the people in worship who are rarely passive recipients. Postmoderns
consider that finding absolute Truth (while theoretically being possible) is hindered by
our culture, attitude, and experience; therefore Truth is best sought by spending time with
others who are also earnestly on the search. As a result, worship services are frequently
synergistic and use a variety of activities to engage the body and spirit as well as the
intellect, rejecting the mind/body split that has long been dear to the mainline church. The
worship leader may be an ordained minister but by no means is that a requirement. Their
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job is to facilitate congregational participation utilizing modes of activity that engage the
senses beyond sound and sight.12 Postmodern worship does not try to provide ‘answers’
like those valued by Modernity. It wants to hold sacred mystery in tender tension with
good scholarship, creating an opportunity for the congregation to wondrously experience
the mystery of God in their lives.

3. Emerging Churches tend to engage in social activism and see it as a way to
express their aspirations and efforts to be followers of Jesus.
Mission in the modern denominational world is usually a matter of being ‘sent
forth’. Until recent decades, missionaries were sent to non-Western countries to care for
and evangelize people who were seen to be ignorant of Christ and living in want. While
most congregations and their missionaries truly meant well, this still follows the classic
Christendom model of paternalistic/colonialistic evangelism. In the Middle Ages this
model resulted in whole new territories paying taxes to Rome. In the Modern Age,
evangelism often resulted in the exploitation of the mission regions’ raw materials and
the development of new markets for American business.
Postmodern Christians, however, generally do not see people of other cultures as
‘pre-moderns’ or ‘pre-Christians’ who could, with our help, become like average (white)
Americans. People of the emerging church do not deny that good mission work is now
being done abroad in areas like water sourcing, health care, and microeconomics, but
work abroad is generally not their focus. For them, mission work is local—often in the
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city or neighborhood where they live. They are engaged, compassionate homeowners and
renters who often intentionally choose to live in troubled neighborhoods. They support
their local schools and pack lunches for kids who otherwise might not eat over the
weekends. They start a coffee shop in a neighborhood wasteland, fix childrens’ bicycles,
and organize fresh food markets. They work with government agencies to fight sexual
slavery. They partner with environmental and civic groups to clean up parks and feed the
homeless. For people of the emerging church, mission is about trying to emulate Christ in
the world with respect and compassion, love and sacrifice, in a way that is authentic and
meaningful to them.13

4. Emerging churches flatten the hierarchy of church structures and see it as a way
to operationalize their belief in the priesthood of all believers.
The organization of Protestant churches has always modeled itself after the
secular world: royal courts, trade guilds, and political systems have all contributed to the
structures of churches. So it was only natural for the denominations to look to modern
business for a model of organization to keep up with the explosion of church growth. A
corporate culture spread quickly throughout the mainline world. People joined a
congregation like they would join a fraternal organization or country club, expecting (and
receiving) benefits for membership. Large congregations were served by a ‘Senior
Pastor’ and several ‘Associate Pastors’ who handled specific areas like Administration,
Christian Education, and Family Ministry; not unlike vice presidents overseeing discrete
corporate divisions. Power was held by pastors and/or church council members, elders,
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and deacons who decided what was or was not going to happen in the church.
Parliamentary procedures were vigorously employed, often resulting in the stifling of
new ideas and innovation in every area of church life.
People of the postmodern world value relationships more than structures. In a
very real sense, the emerging church embraces Martin Luther’s dream of the priesthood
of all believers. They typically have a shared leadership model and use a form of
consensus in decision-making. Ministry is neither just a board decision nor is ministry
just a pastor’s responsibility, everyone is equipped for ministry. Everyone has different
skills, gifts, and talents which can be used to the glory of God. Furthermore, official
membership rarely even exists. Membership is just not important to emerging churches;
what is important is a commitment to the congregation and service to the community.

5. Emerging churches exist to help people grow as disciples and see that as a way to
redefine church success.
In the modern church success is measured by ‘ABC’s’. A successful church is one
with large attendance, a handsome building, and plenty of cash. Virtually every church of
Modernity has adopted these corporate metrics (which parallel consumers, property, and
profit) despite a nagging sense that they are anything but Biblical. These blunt measuring
instruments have been the source of both hubris and anxiety to those who pay attention to
such things. Counting the number of seats in the pews effectively amounts to an ecclesial
popularity contest. The success of the annual stewardship campaign dictates the priorities
of the church. The church building is the measure of institutional legitimacy and ideally
reflects the congregation’s proper attitude toward God and the leadership of the church.
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It is difficult to avoid the seductive competitive power of the ABC’s, but people
of the emerging church do not generally embrace the merit of large congregations,
buildings, and budgets. In fact, they believe that small is ideal: fifteen or twenty people
together can do great things in Jesus’ name. Since these congregations rarely have a
payroll, managing a budget becomes much less of an issue. Postmodern Christians want
to develop meaningful relationships much more than they want to repair buildings. They
believe that it is one thing to have a building if it makes good ministry more possible; but
they know that, more often than not, buildings are simply money pits that siphon off
resources which could be better spent on service to the world.
There is one other modern metric of church success: survival. When a mainline
church dies, it is an agonizing protracted death, full of blame and self-recrimination.
There are countless loose ends to tie up and resources to dispose of. It is a time of great
sadness and gnashing of teeth for the remnants of the congregation who just happened to
outlive their friends. There are many stories to be found on the Web recounting the death
of churches across the country, all are full of questions and tears.
At 170 years old, First United Methodist Church of Aurora, Illinois closed on
June 26, 2011. The pastor stated that after declining from nearly 900 members in the
1950s, to about 20 members in 2011, maintaining the building was more than the small
number of congregants could afford.14 First Lutheran Church of Hines, Minnesota closed
in October of 2012 after 162 years. A long-time member was quoted as say, “It’s not
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growing, we don’t have any little children, (and) we don’t have an organist
anymore…Are we worshiping the church building just because we want to be here?”15
While modern churches clutch at the ABC’s and try to avoid the D (Death), the
metric of success that matters most to the emerging church is this: “Are people of the
community experiencing the abundant life Jesus promised and are they sharing it with
others?”16 Emergent Christians do not believe that anything, let alone a church, has to last
forever. As wonderful and meaningful as a particular gathering of church may be, it
really is acceptable for the life of a congregation to come to an end. Just because
something ends doesn’t mean it was a failure, it simply means that its time was finished,
and our faith assures us that something new is being born.
Emerging churches are not the only ones that can utilize these principles and
practices, they are gifts that the people of emerging churches willingly share. They are
available to any church that is courageous enough to do the work required to be born
again into ministry to their context. Recognizing the trappings and traps of Modernity and
making decisions to do things differently is not easy work, but it may be necessary if the
mainline denominations want to serve God and humankind into the next century.
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Postmodernity and the Mainline Church

In October of 2011, I spent four days at the Glorieta Conference Center, a
Southern Baptist facility in the mountains of northern New Mexico. Twenty miles from
Santa Fe, the center is built on 2,400 acres and surrounded by more than 380,000 acres of
national forest. It was a gorgeous setting for an unexpected trip back in time.
Built near the site of a railway ghost town, Glorieta was conceived as a church
leadership training center “for every phase of Baptist life and work, and a place of
decision and life dedication.”17 Construction began in the spring of 1952 and continued
apace into the 1960s. One of the first buildings completed was the 650-seat chapel which
was soon complemented by a steepled auditorium with room for more than 2,800. A
variety of accommodations from cabins and dormitories to motel-like facilities were built
to house 2,000 adult guests who could access 63 meeting rooms of various sizes. A camp
for girls and a separate camp for boys could welcome almost 500 kids every week. Two
dining halls were constructed: one seating a thousand people at a time. Hiking trails, a
multi-acre prayer garden, a pond with paddleboats, nine large recreation areas with ball
fields, a stable and training ring, basketball and tennis courts, a miniature golf course, and
a score of shuffleboard courts and horseshoe pits provided recreation space for all. A
paintball range and a ropes course were added in recent years.
Adjacent to the center are dozens of other retreat buildings, large and small,
bearing the names of individual Southern Baptist churches from Amarillo, Texas to
Bakersfield, California, for all-church retreats and leadership getaways. Surrounding the
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Glorieta center and the congregational retreat facilities are hundreds, even thousands of
private residences, many are used as vacation homes, but many others are lived in yearround by retirees. Glorieta was truly a triumph of church planning, a retreat that was to be
used all year long to refresh and train Southern Baptist adults and their families.
Driving through the campus, I was impressed. The grass was mowed, shrubs were
trimmed, and the private homes surrounding the campus gave it the feel of an exclusive
gated community, which it actually is. But when taken in at walking speed, things began
to look very different. Cracks shattered the parking lots. Sidewalks heaved and sagged,
crumbling at the edges. The dormitory buildings made of concrete blocks had taken on
the look of a series of worn out Motel 6’s. The exterior of the cabins had not seen a coat
of paint in years and dry rot was setting in. Some buildings on the edge of the campus
were in such disrepair that the doors and windows had been removed and left piled in a
heap. Rotting insulation and black mold filled the second floor windows on the back side
of the reception center.
The Glorieta facility, built in the height of 1950s Modernity, was absolutely
eroding, its glory days far behind it. On the surface, it still looked
like everything was as it should be, but the surface was
desperately thin. What on earth was happening here?

Year-round
operations at
Glorieta
Conference
Center closed on
Nov. 1, 2011.

The old standards, values, methods, and models of the
Modern Age are increasingly unappealing, even to those like the Southern Baptists of
Glorieta who staunchly defend them. In the last fifty years this has become increasingly
evident in the struggles and fortunes of every institution that was formed since the Middle
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Ages drew to an end—which is virtually every entity other than the Roman Catholic
Church. To people who just recently noticed that the world has changed it feels like the
sudden Oz outcome of a Kansas tornado, but the shift from Modernity—the acme of
Enlightenment—to Postmodernity is more like a storm tide battering the long-established
moorings of modern government, education, business, medicine, law, journalism,
publishing, banking, and, of course, the Protestant church. The erosion is steadily taking
its toll and unless those institutions undergo major reevaluation and redesign they will
simply collapse in on themselves.
The structure and style of church that attracted people 50 to 500 years ago is
simply no longer meaningful to most people of the generations following the Baby
Boomers, yet members of our dying mainline churches seem to be in denial that we are in
such deep trouble. After all, worship still happens every Sunday morning. It may have
been years since anyone needed to teach Sunday school or since anyone was baptized or
since a youth group party messed up the kitchen. It may be that many congregants are
pushing seventy or even eighty, and that the number of ladies available to cook for all the
funeral lunches is diminishing, but worship still happens every Sunday morning, just like
it always has. The congregation may have hired a consultant once or twice in the last
thirty years to help them write a vision statement or teach them some new ways to do
stewardship. A couple of go-getters may even have talked the church council into buying
some new hymnbooks. But chances are that the vision statement is buried in a file
somewhere, the stewardship coaching fell quickly by the wayside, and the new
hymnbooks “just don’t have the hymns we like to sing.” It is a mystery to most of the
faithful why young people do not want to come to church anymore because worship still
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happens every Sunday morning just like it always has. At some point, however, it
becomes impossible to deny the reality that is upon them: The church is dying. By then
there is rarely anything that can be done except have a poignant farewell service and a
potluck supper, then turn out the lights and lock the door.
It needs to be said that there is nothing wrong with a church dying. It really may
have run its course, having served God and the community for some 162 years. It really
may have nothing to offer to either anymore. But if it is going to die, let it be a choice,
not a consequence of denial. If a church is going to die, let it die with dignity, let it die
with intention, or perhaps, let it die with the possibility of resurrection.

CHAPTER 5:
LETTING GO OR GETTING TO RESURRECTION

Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.
Tradition lives in conversation with the past, while remembering where we are and when
we are and that it is we who have to decide. Traditionalism supposes that nothing should
ever be done for the first time, so all that is needed to solve any problem is to arrive at the
supposedly unanimous testimony of this homogenized tradition…It’s clear that you can’t
freeze the consensus of a particular moment in history. You are true to the tradition so
long as you look at it honestly and critically. You must never say to any moment, “Now
remain. You are so beautiful. I don’t want anything ever again to move.”1
—Jaroslav Pelikan, 1989

The mainline denominations are approaching, if not already standing atop an
existential crossroads. We must determine if we want to choose to do things like we
always have and risk becoming a remnant group like the Shakers and Amanians or if we
want to bring our traditions living and breathing into the next century. The way forward
is daunting, and it involves some very hard work which some churches may be unwilling
to do because it involves coming to grips with their own death. Just as many
congregations move happily from Palm Sunday to Easter, skipping over the death and
grief that lies between the two, many will want the resurrection without the death–but
that is just not how it works. The road to resurrection starts with acknowledging that our
churches are dying. As sad as that can be, it is the only place from which to begin again.
A sound approach to this process begins with a local denominational judicatory
bringing its perspective, access, and authority to serve a church that is in serious decline.
It should start before closure is inevitable and imminent by helping a church face the
reality of its declining membership in relation to its mission and to the costs of
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J. Carey, “Christianity as an Enfolding Circle,” U.S. News & World Report, June 26, 1989, 57.
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maintaining the church building and staff. The church should be given two choices:
accepting the end of everything the church has been or challenging themselves with
resurrection. Anything between the two is possible of course, but is rarely a justifiable
use of prayer, time, and resources.
If a church opts for death, then a short
hospice is in order so that its assets can be
managed appropriately. If it chooses
resurrection, then the members must first
commit to a different kind of death. If a
church chooses resurrection, church members
must be willing to abandon all of the

I call heaven and earth to witness
against you today that I have set
before you life and death, blessings
and curses. Choose life so that you
and your descendants may live,
loving the LORD your God, obeying
him, and holding fast to him; for that
means life to you and length of days,
so that you may live in the land that
the LORD swore to give to your
ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and
to Jacob.
—Deuteronomy 30:19-20

structures and strictures that have nearly
throttled all the Holy Spirit life out of the church. All assumptions and expectations must
be put to rest, therefore, all of the things that a church has always done need to cease. All
of them. Customs and mores may seem to be the things that define a particular
congregation, but in reality they are probably the things that have worked to neutralize
the sacred discombobulating work of the Holy Spirit. If a church really believes it has
something to offer to God and their community, every routine and ritual must be set
aside.
Social and structural organizational systems are highly definitive. They identify
who is in charge, who has power, who part of an inside group, and who is not. Because
those who are insiders never get to experience the heart-opening vulnerability of being an
outsider and those who are outsiders are kept at bay and never have a real chance of
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finding connecting points, the organizational system of the church has to go. The church
council, committees, deacons, and elders–they all have to be disbanded to make way for
something new. All the committees and ministry groups must be dispensed with. Even
the Bible study, the sewing circle, and the social groups all have to end in order to begin
again. The entire congregation should meet to make decisions, without the use of Roberts
Rules of Order, and listen to each other, talk with each other, explore possibilities,
disagree, find consensus.
Most importantly, worship cannot continue as it always has. Worship must also be
taken apart and put back together, but first, it simply has to stop taking place in the
sanctuary on Sunday mornings. Since the congregation is much smaller than it was at the
time of construction, it is likely that the building has become cumbersome. The sanctuary
is oversized and, as a result, it separates and isolates those sitting in their favorite pews.
Gather instead in the library or a children’s Sunday school classroom or the parlor.
Gather in every space in the church building, one week after another. Arrange the seating
so people can see one another and use an ordinary table in place of the official
communion table. Think and talk about how each area frees or constricts the movement
of the Spirit. Contemplate what it is that makes a space really sacred and experience how
God can be worshipped in new and different ways.
Wherever the people gather for worship do not proceed as it has always been
done. Simply light candles, sing a Taizé chorus or something from that unfamiliar new
hymnal, pray, and have communion. No sermon, no Great Prayer of Thanksgiving, no
offering time, no Doxology. A leader, either clergy or laity, should lead a conversation
about the old service. What do people miss? Is it certain hymns? Is it particular words of
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a creed or is it liturgical activities like the processional? Is it the words and actions, or is
it the idea–the theology–behind the words and actions? Church members should try
earnestly to get to the heartache of the matter and offer prayers about it. “I just like it” is
never an acceptable reason. Talk with each other, listen to each other. Wait on the Lord.
Congregants should get comfortable with being uncomfortable. It is drastic, but it is the
only way to break all the habits that inhibit a wide-awake resurrection faith and tear down
the barriers that have kept the congregation insulated and insular.
Congregants also need to talk about—and talk with—the people of the
community outside the church doors. How has it changed in the last 50 years? In the last
ten? Who are the people who live around the church? What could the church really offer
them? Have they tried? If so, how did that work? If not, why not? How would the church
have to change to become a community-centered church again? Are they willing to make
those changes?
Over the course of six months there will be a lot of gnashing of teeth and rending
of garments, and at any point along the way, the church members have the right to stop
and say, “Enough, we’re done” and just shut the process and/or the church down. That is
a legitimate option. But the congregation may well experience an opening of hearts and a
dawning of clarity about what is truly important both to the members of the church and
the community and what kinds of new life the church could experience and share.
When a church finally gets through this process, there is a bit more solid ground
for the faithful to work from. After stripping everything bare in such a thorough
iconoclastic move that the Reformers would have blushed, church congregants will not
have to flounder about entirely. Happily, they do not have to invent something from
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nothing. They can go back to the roots of their denomination and grow again, not into a
seventeenth century European church but into twenty-first century Portland, Des Moines,
Cape May, or wherever-they-are church.
United Methodist clergyman and church futurist Leonard Sweet offers up a useful
metaphor for us, a metaphor familiar to every computer user: the frozen screen, the
lifeless mouse. When a computer freezes up, it has to be turned off and then on again to
get it going, but sometimes even that fails. Sometimes things are so broken that what a
‘clean reboot’ has to be done. Sweet says that this is where the church is right now.
“Western Christianity has a corrupted hard drive and an alien default operating
system...What the church needs is not a clean slate but a clear and clean reboot.” Lest we
despair of losing everything in such a sweeping operation, Sweet quickly reminds us that
“rebooting is not starting from scratch, but restarting from origins,”2 the unique authentic
persona of a tradition combined with that of a particular church.
After identifying their origins a congregation needs to develop new ways to
express themselves in structure, worship, and mission. This is a process that could be
facilitated by visiting other churches: emergent, denominational, and independent. In the
next chapter I offer examples of the ways I have reinterpreted liturgy and tradition which
reasonated with my congregation. There are also a lot of new books worth exploring. In
The Hyphenateds: How Emerging Christianity is Retraditioning Mainline Practices, a
number of denominational emergence church folks write about how they have been
working to shed the deadening practices of Modernity and “offer a vibrant and
contagious vision of the ways in which mainline communities might faithfully and
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WaterBrook Press, 2012), 37.
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prophetically incarnate the love of Christ in the midst of an ever-changing postmodern
world.”3 There are many websites and blogs full of intriguing ideas. Some are listed in
Appendix 4.
The most significant exceptions to mainline doomsday prognostications may be
churches in small towns. A 2007 study of 90,000 churches shows that small town and
rural churches of every variety are doing fine and some may even be growing4. This is
due to the strength of the relationships and clarity of purpose that are often missing from
faltering urban and suburban churches. Small town and rural churches are gatherings of
established communities; people know each other from both inside and outside of church.
The focus of these congregations is usually unambiguous: the welfare of the community
in which they live. This study also shows that most of the largest churches around the
country (which are rarely mainline) are also holding their own as small groups and house
‘MiniChurches’ create a similar intimacy and accountability.
The study further suggests that small town churches may survive if their
communities remain homogeneous and stable, but the rate of mainline church closures in
cities and suburbs will accelerate over the next forty years as aging church members pass
away. This is particularly true of midsized churches that opened their doors in the
suburban boom years from 1938 to 1967, for in recent years many of those communities
have registered significant population loss and marked demographic change.5 Even many
of the flagship metropolitan ‘First Church’ congregations in large communities that
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managed to weather the drain of the suburban boom are now struggling with membership
loss as the faithful who had moved out of the downtown core but remained loyal to their
church are aging. They are not being replaced by young newcomers to downtown who
see no reason to replace their Sunday morning brunch with liturgy they find neither
sacred nor uplifting.

Beyond the Local Church
Denominational judicatories have their own future to deal with. Every
denomination’s national office has already experienced repeated reconfiguring and
downsizing. This process is not going to end anytime soon as many church members, like
secular donors, now prefer to support local projects or ministries that their members are
directly involved with. Regional and national denominational offices will be compelled to
reassess their roles and priorities as congregational support continues to diminish.
Judicatories will have to identify what they really need to do and focus on doing those
things well. It is possible that the role of a national church office will boil down to
managing the benefits and pensions of ministers and employees, facilitating the
ministerial search and supply process, working ecumenically on mission and acting as the
public voice of the denomination.
Regional denominational judicatories face hard decisions about the best use of
shrinking staff. Programs historically associated with regional entities such as camps,
curriculum projects, and retreat centers may no longer be affordable. Regional offices
may find themselves reduced to three essential roles: facilitating communication between
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churches, assisting congregations in times of conflict or crisis, and managing ministerial
issues and placement. Doing much more than those tasks may simply not be possible.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore.” The world in which the mainline denominations
were formed is long gone and the years in which the mainline dominated American life
are long past. The high tide of Postmodernity is fast becoming a rising sea that will
eventually inundate those who refuse to acknowledge its reality. Back in the 1980s,
Jaroslav Pelikan said more than once that “you must never say to any moment, “Now
remain. You are so beautiful. I don’t want anything ever again to move.” Yet it seems as
though that is exactly what many mainline church members have said. The story of the
American liberal mainline denominations is one of fear, loss, alienation, and change, but
they do not have to be the last words on our traditions. Are we willing to try to adapt to
the new world or not? The choice is ours.

CHAPTER 6:
A POSTMODERN MAINLINE MODEL

This chapter is an outline of the rest of the artifact, which will be 2 more chapters.
I present a model for a postmodern denominational church that can offer a welcoming
and sustaining Christian home for progressives of all ages, based on my experiences with
the church community that is now Bridgeport United Church of Christ. I begin with
describing the origins and the founding principles of the church, and then I describe how
I adapted the classic style of Reformed worship into a dynamic, engaging, Spirit-filled
worship experience. I follow that with information about how we structured ourselves in
order to respond quickly to the changing demands of our rapidly growing community. I
then share some of the conflicts and struggles we experienced in the hope that others may
be able to avoid some of the mistakes we made. I will present some other examples of
emergence Christian churches and offer some conclusions.

I.

The origins of Bridgeport Community Church
a. The pastor
b. The founding group
c. The Bridgeport story

II.

“A different kind of church”
a. Vision
b. Values
c. Interfaith center

III.

The centrality of worship
a. Jesus centered and open to the Spirit
b. Music
c. Flexible space
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d. Liturgical Design
i. Meditation / Declaration of Humanness
ii. Readings
iii. Sermons and Sharing
iv. Offering and Testimonials
v. Communion
vi. Benediction
e. Other Forms of Worship
i. Taizé
ii. Celebratory Meals
iii. Blue Christmas
iv. Jesus Leaves the Building
IV.

Structure
a. Leadership
b. Teams and Task Groups

V.

Mission
a. Local
b. Global

VI.

Conflicts and Struggles

VII.

Other Emerging Models

VIII.

Conclusion

There is hope for the future of the mainline church but there is no quick fix or
painless solution. Institutions that cling stubbornly to the values and practices of time
long past will inevitably suffer and collapse. It is not about following fads or fashions; it
is about real paradigm change. The challenges of Postmodernity can only be met with a
postmodern response and the church communities that have emerged in recent years may
point the way to new life for the historic mainline denominational churches. These
emerging churches are living proof that “whatever state our churches are in now, we still
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have this amazing hope: Christ’s birth, life, death, and resurrection provide us an
archetype for change and grounds for belief that God is not done yet.”1 May it be so.

1

Kester Brewin, Signs of Emergence: A Vision for Church that is Organic/Networked/
Decentralized/Bottom-Up/Communal/Flexible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007), 200.

71
APPENDIX 1

Number of Members in 2010

% of Members Lost in 2010

Source: “Trends Continue in Church Membership Growth or Decline, Reports 2011
Yearbook of American & Canadian Churches,” February 14, 2011, National Council of
Churches USA, http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html (accessed
November 18, 2011).

72
APPENDIX 2

Trends in Religious Affiliation, 2007-2012
2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

%

%

%

%

%

%

Christian

78

77

77

76

75

73

-5

Protestant

53

52

51

51

50

48

-5

White evang.

21

19

20

19

18

19

-2

White mainline

18

18

17

17

17

15

-3

Black Protestant

8

8

9

9

9

8

--

Other minority
Prot.

6

6

6

6

6

6

--

Catholic

23

22

23

23

23

22

-1

Mormon

2

2

2

2

2

2

--

Orthodox

1

1

1

1

1

1

--

Other faith

4

5

5

5

5

6

+2

Unaffiliated

15.3

16.0

16.8

17.4

18.6

19.6

+4.3

Atheist

1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

2.2

2.4

+0.8

Agnostic

2.1

2.3

2.6

2.6

3.0

3.3

+1.2

Nothing in
particular

11.6

11.9

12.4

12.9

13.4

13.9

+2.3

2

2

2

2

1

2

--

100

100

100

100

100

100

9,443

29,035

22,159

24,764

19,377

17,010

Don’t know

N

07-12
Change

Source: Aggregated data from surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center for the
People & the Press, 2007-2012. In the change column, figures that are statistically
significant are shown in bold. Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding.
Question wording: What is your present religion, if any? Are you Protestant, Roman
Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim,
Buddhist, Hindu, atheist, agnostic, something else, or nothing in particular?
Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, “‘Nones’ on the Rise,” October
9, 2012, http://www.pewforum.org/uploadedFiles/Topics/Religious_Affiliation
/Unaffiliated/NonesOnTheRise-full.pdf (accessed October 9, 2012).
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APPENDIX 3
Major Worldview Shifts

Ancient World
2500 BCE–500 BCE

Medieval World
500 BCE–1500 CE

Modern World
1500 CE–1900 CE

Postmodern World
1900 CE 

Epistemology

Regional
worldview.
Knowledge was
tribal. Deities were
considered
regional and
territorial.

Church-centered
worldview.
The Church
managed
explanations for
all questions:
Biblical, cultural,
and natural.

Intellectual
worldview.
The Enlightenment
shifts epistemology to
a trust in humanity’s
ability to discover
truth. Metanarratives
of expressible
universal knowledge
are sought.

Self-determined
pluralistic view of
culture and
religion.
Conflicting truths
and beliefs are
accepted.

Understanding

Power and faith
were in the kings,
empires, and local
deities.

Power and faith
were in the
Church

Power and faith were
in human reasoning,
science, and logic,
which also helped
explain and interpret
God

Power and faith is
in personal
experience.

Authority

Authority was in
the revelation
given through the
oracles, poets,
kings, and
prophets.

Authority was in
the Bible and in
the Church which
held access to it
and interpreted it
to the people.

Authority was in
reason, science, and
logic.
For Christians it was
in the ‘reasonable’
interpretation of the
Bible which was now
accessible to all.

Suspicion of all
authority.
The Bible is open
to individual
interpretation and
is but one of many
religious writings.

Communication

Oral
communication
and limited local
historical records

Oral
Invention of the
communication
printing press
and handwritten
enables broad
communiqués and
communication and
manuscripts for
literacy of the masses.
the literate elite.

The Internet
enables instant
multi-dimensional
global
communication.

Theme

“I believe in order
“What is man that
that I may
You are mindful
understand.”
of him?”
–Anselm
–Psalm 8:4
(1033-1099)

“Knowledge is
power.”
–Francis Bacon
“I think, therefore I
am.”
–Rene Descartes
(1595-1650)

“We hunger for
imagination and
faith, meaning and
mystery, not just
information.”
–Susan Leo

Source: Adapted from The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations
by Dan Kimball, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 44.
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APPENDIX 4

Websites and Blogs for the Emerging Church

www.alternativeworship.org
“Doing Alternative Worship is itself a journey in theology. If you start down the road of
Alternative Worship you will be asked many questions about what you are doing and
why. Here are some of the answers. Maybe you can add some of your own.”
www.emergingchurch.org
“the emerging church of the 21st century may have more in common with the church of
the apostolic era, than with the church of the 20th century.”
www.emergentvillage.org
“Emergent is a friendship. Becoming a part of a friendship is a quite different from being
part of an organization. It’s more like joining a conversation.”
www.encountersontheedge.org.uk
“George Lings’ series of quarterly investigations looking at emerging forms of Anglican
Churches, crossing the widening gap to the non churched... “
www.faithmaps.org
“tools for navigating theology, leadership, discipleship and church life in Postmodernity”
www.freshexpressions.org.uk
“an initiative of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York established in 2004 to
encourage, enable and resource mission through fresh expressions of church in every
diocese by 2010”
www.futurechurch.org.nz
“In the wake of a declining mainstream Church there are a myriad of individuals and
communities carrying on a spiritual quest - celebrating a spirituality that is lifegiving, just
and connected to the earth. Many are building on the Christian story, but are not limited
by past traditions. They are futurechurch exploring the possibilities on the edge.”
www.future-shape-of-church.org
“Western culture is in a time of transition. We live in an age which is beyond the postreligious, becoming post-secular. Boundaries and attitudes, approaches and thought
processes are changing. In this, we live in an age much like any age, but yet with the shift
from Modernity through Postmodernity there is something unique.”
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www.ginkworld.net
“we were born out of passion and rebellion; a passion for Christ and a rebellion of the
“status quo” of the church. we are a place where we believe in being honest and direct
when dealing with issues facing the church, our culture and ourselves. we are a voice for
the emerging culture.”
http://www.greenbelt.org.uk/
“celebrate with us as Greenbelt turns 40. Brilliant music, insightful speakers, thousands
of ways to investigate and explore art and activism, faith and life…”
www.opensourcetheology.net
Is no longer being maintained, but the archival posts are fascinating.
www.resourcechurchplanting.com
“Re:source is a result of a growing need for new expressions of church and methods of
planting.”
www.sacramentis.com
“A site about worship’s “sacred things.” It is our intent to bring you inspiration, ideas and
resources as you create extraordinary encounters with God in this extraordinary time.”
www.sacred-future.org.uk
“a website dedicated to the exploration of Christian faith and spirituality in the landscape
of post-modernity”
www.sevenmagazine.org
“::seven:: seeks to engage the emerging culture and its interface with faith and life. this is
a place where anyone can express themselves through the written word. we want to hear
about your passion, your pain, your joy, your struggles and your journey.”
www.spirited.net.au
“on the journey with the emerging church”
www.the-next-wave.org
“All over the world there is a growing awareness that the world has entered a postmodern
era. All around us the effects of this change are visible: in the media, movies, the courts,
politics, psychology and religion. The church must learn to live and breathe in the
postmodern world, and find ways to be the agent of change that Christ called her to be.”
www.theooze.com
“Although many have chosen to fight against our current culture, we believe there is a
new, emerging mindset that would rather take postmodernism into account. This cultural
shift has created a greater awareness of spirituality and the need for the holy Other.”
www.vintagefaith.com
“The rethinking of church with others who are on the same journey.”
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http://www.emergingchurch.info/
“a crash course on the emerging church”
http://wildgoosefestival.org/
“a community gathered at the intersection of justice, spirituality, music and art”
www.Presbymergent.org
“a place for Presbyterians to engage the conversation surrounding the new emergence of
church in the 21st century.”
http://homebrewedchristianity.com/
“Equipping grassroots theologians for creative thinking, engaging, and living.”
http://www.youtube.com/SogoMediaTV
“A different voice for ears to hear”
www.re-integrate.org
“Participating in God’s mission by reintegrating faith and vocations”
www.glasshousetheology.com
“I live by the dictum, ‘the wider your scope of field, the better your objectivity’ – and I
would add, the better understanding of your relationship with God.”

Blogs

Brian’s Blog http://brianmclaren.net/
Brian McLaren’s blog about the emerging church and postmodern ministry
Bruce Reyes-Chow http://reyes-chow.com
Blog of church planter and former moderator of the PC(USA)
Cheaper than Therapy http://djword.blogspot.com
DJ Word, says, “I write satire. It may not be very good, but that is all it is. If you are
offended by satire, I recommend not reading, watching TV or listening to anything
interesting.”
Emergent Village Voice http://www.patheos.com/blogs/emergentvillage/
Assorted friends of Emergent Village sound off.
landon whitsitt (dot) com http://landonwhitsitt.com
A pastor, administrator, and musician in the Presbyterian Church (USA).
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Laura Terasaki http://lauraterasaki.com/
“baptized in the Missouri Synod Lutheran Church, confirmed in the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America, attended a Free Methodist University, flirted with an
Evangelical Covenant Church, and now a member of Presbyterian Church (USA)”
Mike Morrell Blog http://www.mikemorrell.org
“the Forrest Gump of the Emerging Church and a founding organizer of the Wild
Goose Festival”
Catherine Falsani “The Dude Abides” http://cathleenfalsani.com/
“Christ and Pop Culture http://www.patheos.com/blogs/christandpopculture/
Where the Christian faith meets the common knowledge of our age”
Beliefnet Voices http://www.beliefnet.com/Blogs/index.aspx
...thoughts at the intersection between life and God for anyone converted,
unconverted or under conversion
Fellowship of Saints and Sinners http://blog.beliefnet.com/fellowshipofsaintsandsinners/
Restoring Shalom www.brianjgorman.wordpress.com
the crooked mystic www.crookedmystic.org
reflections of a {young} christian contemplative
Mark Scandrette www.markscandrette.com
Emerging Santa Fe www.emergingsantafe.blogspot.com
“Musings from the Emerging Church as Made Manifest in Santa Fe, NM”
Stacey Robbins www.staceyrobbins.squarespace.com
conversations on life, love and God
holy hellions www.holyhellions.com
“A blog for those “faithful rebels” who question the culture of sexism, stereotypes,
and Sunday School answers without losing hope in the God who reconciles all
things.”
Missional Shift: the Missional Church Conversation Curated by Steve Knight
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/missionalshift/
“If you are curious about the missional church and movement, you will want to put
this at the top of the list as a reference and vital guide.”
Out of Ur. http://www.outofur.com
“the intersection of faithful ministry and popular culture”
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PeaceBang http://www.peacebang.com
“PeaceBang” is the nom de blog of the Rev. Victoria Weinstein, a single New
England minister who loves musical theatre, the movies, traveling, politics, animals,
food, cooking, book stores, reading, Facebooking, potluck suppers, knitting, museums
and fleece socks.
Tall Skinny Kiwi http://tallskinnykiwi.typepad.com
The blog of Andrew Jones “Social justice. Social enterprise. Social media. So shall
we?”
Theoblogy http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones/
The blog of Tony Jones, author of The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of
the Emerging Church Movement and is theologian-in-residence at Solomon’s Porch
in Minneapolis.
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